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ABSTRACT
This thesis focuses on the material culture conditions of tenements in New York City during 
the nineteenth century, especially in the Five Points area. It compares the material culture record 
(drawn from archaeological excavations, photographs, residents' testimony, and contemporary 
narratives) with the image of conditions in the tenement districts as they were portrayed by many 
nineteenth-century authors. The area was popularly perceived as a squalid, crime-ridden slum. 
However, a material culture analysis in conjunction with an historical analysis reveals that it was a 
diverse and dynamic community in which, despite significant poverty, residents engaged in activities 
and experienced levels of material comfort that contemporaneous authors did not represent in their 
descriptions. Apparently, many members of the middle and upper classes held a socially and 
culturally biased perception of poverty that prevented them from seeing what materials were present, 
and encouraged them to focus on those materials that were absent in the tenement districts. This 
thesis also considers the usefulness of pattern recognition or the construction of marker assemblages 
as valid means of characterizing and identifying archaeological sites, and it determines that, in 
general, these methodologies are inappropriate for site classification.
Megan Mary Haley 
Department of Anthropology
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PERCEPTIONS OF POVERTY:
MATERIAL LIFE AMONG THE TENEMENTS OF NEW YORK CITY 
DURING THE NINETEENTH CENTURY
CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
The purpose of my project is to investigate the nature of urban poverty in the Five Points 
and other nineteenth century tenement districts of New York City. I intend to focus on standards of 
poverty as they were represented by middle-class authors (a group whose "authority" was largely 
accepted by others in their society), and by members of the laboring class, and to compare these 
representations with the material culture assemblage associated with the lower classes. My resources 
are nineteenth-century narrative accounts of the Five Points and other tenement districts, 
photographs, testimony from members of the working class at congressional hearings on their living 
conditions, and the materials recovered through archaeological excavations of the Five Points area. I 
am particularly interested in the role that archaeological data can serve as a means of 
complementing, completing, or even contradicting the image of the Five Points that the nineteenth 
century authors I am considering constructed. Social historians have used documentary evidence to 
evaluate nineteenth-century middle-class perceptions of the poor. I have used archaeological and 
material culture data in a similar way, to examine shifting standards of poverty (as defined by 
middle-class "authorities"), in light of the material culture evidence about the physical conditions of 
the lower class.
My interest in this topic was stimulated when I learned that the Five Points area had been 
razed in the early twentieth century as part of an urban renewal project and the construction of the 
New York County Courthouse in 1916. (Milner, 1992:35) An estimated forty thousand tenement 
residents were dislocated in the process of dramatically changing the function and appearance of the
2
3area.1 The area is now known as Foley Square, the location of a federal courthouse and office 
building. The area has a new role without anyone ever having acknowledged or examined its 
previous ones.
I recognized the potential of this area to reveal information about early industry in New 
York City, the development of city's grid pattern, processes of urbanization, nineteenth-century 
health and hygiene practices and conditions, various ethnic groups (especially the Irish and African- 
Americans, many of whom began their experience of the city in this area), and issues of class. 
(Milner, 1992:42) My preliminary research turned up a series of expository guidebooks to New 
York City written in the nineteenth century. Several of these books focus on the theme of lives of 
"darkness" (crime and poverty) in contrast to lives of "lightness" (moral living and relative wealth). 
(Foster, 1850; Smith, 1868; McCabe, 1872; McCabe 1882; Campbell et al., 1896) The detailed 
descriptions and social commentaries in these volumes form the basis for my interpretations about 
the nineteenth-century middle class's image of the tenement districts and the poor. The popularity of 
these texts, the consistency of their representations of the poor (indicated by the repetition of this 
light versus dark theme), and the fact that they survive today in their original and reprinted editions 
convinced me that they represent views of many middle-class New Yorkers about the poor, and as 
such they are a useful resource for me in this project. The authors of these works use their 
"authority" to portray the lower classes from their experiences with the poor as missionary workers, 
police workers, journalists, observers or informed researchers.
I was struck by the manner in which residents of the tenement districts were portrayed by 
the middle- and upper-class authors of these works and thought that a comparison of the conditions 
outlined in contemporary descriptions with the evidence that archaeological investigations recovered 
might be quite telling. Further research revealed that archaeological investigations had recently been
1 Personal Communications: Dan Pagano, New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission, and 
Anita Jacobsen, Tenement Museum.
4conducted in compliance with federal cultural resource management regulations. I was tempted by 
the opportunity to investigate an area and populations that are historically obscure and that should 
receive the scholarly attention that they, as important contributors to the development of New York 
City, richly deserve. In addition, I expected that through an analysis of this area, the archaeological 
record, the material culture data, and narrative descriptions of the area I would be able to construct 
a type collection of items, a "marker assemblage" that could be used to characterize and identify this 
and other tenement areas. The following research and analysis was the outcome.
Inherent in my analysis is the assumption that similarities among members of the same class 
can be reflected in their material environment and in turn that material remains can serve as 
accurate indicators of class. What remains to be determined is whether or not the evidence from 
the Five Points provides sufficient data for informed and responsible interpretations of socio­
economic conditions or lifestyles in the area. I will seek patterns in the archaeological data and 
"authoritative" accounts of the area and determine if a distinctive assemblage exists that distinguishes 
the class of people living in the slums or tenement districts of the Five Points during the nineteenth 
century from other classes in New York City at the time. Comparisons of class-associated 
assemblages over time and across classes reflect much about changing social conditions in New 
York.3
While conducting this study I needed to incorporate resources drawn from a variety of fields 
including economics, sociology, history, archaeology, and cultural anthropology. My consideration of 
as many sources as possible will contribute to a more nearly complete reconstruction of living
0  • • • • •A series of city lots in the Five Points Area of the Sixth Ward in New York City were originally
excavated, under the direction of Principal Archaeologist of Edward Rutsch, by The City of New York's 
Landmarks Preservation Commission (225 Broadway, New York, NY 10007, (212) 553-1100). The project 
and its data were turned over to another agency, John Milner Associates, Inc. (309 North Matlack Street,
West Chester, PA 19380, (212) 432-2980), in conjunction with Howard University, Washington D.C in 1992 
for evaluation and interpretation under the direction of Principal Archaeologist Rebuke Amain. [Refer to 
Appendix C for a listing of the excavated lots]
Class, m this study refers to groups of people who are similar in terms of some set of social, 
economic and material characteristics, such as education, income, mobility, lifestyle, or occupation. (Eicher, 
1989:2-3 and Ehrenreich, 1989:13-14) Refer to Chapter Two for an expanded discussion of class.
5conditions and standards in nineteenth century New York City. I examined primary and secondary 
literature, reviewed archaeological site reports of the area, and included the results of my 
questionnaires and interviews with the archaeologists involved in excavating relevant sites. In 
addition, I conducted a survey of photographic and engraved materials that visually represent 
material conditions of the urban poor in the Five Points and other tenement districts during the 
nineteenth century.
In reviewing all of these resources, I recognized the importance of considering the reasons 
behind their publication. Many of these resources demonstrate a particular focus or perspective that 
may indicate a distorting bias (i.e., class, ethnic, racial, political, or social biases). I tried to be alert 
to fraud and exaggeration, intentional or not, in the reports. For example, a text written by a police 
officer and concentrating on crime in the area may have exaggerated claims in order to convince his 
superiors to increase patrols in the area, or in a worst case scenario, to withdraw patrols completely 
for the protection of the officers. In the same manner, a social reform worker may have overly 
dramatized the plight of children in the area in order to solicit donations.
As a way of grounding my research in spatial, temporal and historical contexts I will trace 
the history of New York City and that of the Five Points area. This will include a consideration of 
the phenomena that led to the development of poor living conditions and the factors that continued 
to affect their development throughout the nineteenth century. This is not intended to serve as an 
exhaustive review or analysis of literature related to New York's history. Rather, it is intended as a 
means of rooting myself and my readers in the historical, social and economic contexts that affected 
the Five Points. In the chapters that follow I will examine the change over the course of the 
nineteenth century, in particular during the second half of the century, in the materials and 
conditions associated with the lower classes in the Five Points area, and more specifically, with the 
assemblage used to characterize the conditions of the minimum, decent subsistence level among 
tenement residents.
Maintaining a minimum subsistence level refers to the capacity to acquire the material
6goods that many middle-class nineteenth-century New Yorkers, as the "authoritative" social body, 
defined as adequate to sustain a decent lifestyle. As technology alters and the level of overall 
comfort improves, goods deemed necessary for "decent" living change in response. My informants 
are largely middle- and upper-class authors who define the standards of material comfort through a 
variety of texts, including reform tracts, police commentaries, federal reports, and personal 
reflections. The implication of material standards of decent comfort is that individuals who lacked 
such materials would be viewed as especially impoverished by those who set the standards for society 
(most often middle-class observers).4
My examination of the archaeological record in conjunction with selected documentary 
resources revealed new information about residents and conditions at Five Points during the 
nineteenth century. It substantiated some previous assumptions about poverty, crime, and disease in 
the area. However, it also uncovered discrepancies between the material record and 
contemporaneous narrative accounts, which, in turn, may reveal personal, sampling or preservation 
biases. I believe that the interdisciplinary nature of my investigation is an effective strategy for 
realistically reconstructing the material culture tradition of the Five Points and other tenement areas. 
I hope, in addition to learning from the details and factual content of my report, that readers will 
appreciate or benefit from the example of this research approach.
A central goal of my project is to demonstrate a means of more realistically portraying the 
lower classes. They have traditionally been viewed through the filter of middle-class perspectives and 
are often scrutinized in relation to a specific issue (for example, crime, homelessness or 
unemployment) without a consideration of other factors in the lives of members of the lower classes 
and tenement communities. Throughout this project it is important for me to remember that my 
interpretations are affected by my own personal experiences, goals and biases and as such it is 
misleading for me to claim any privileged, unbiased view of these people or of their conditions. I
4 An exaggerated example: in 1850 the middle to upper class American public may have categorized 
someone as "poor" if they had no hat or gloves, while middle to upper class Americans of 1990 may 
categorize an individual as "poor" if they have no refrigerator, or car.
7can only claim an awareness of my perspective and hope that through my multi-disciplinary approach 
I will be able to present as realistic an interpretation as possible.
The approach I have developed allows for the lower classes' own testimony, in the form of 
material culture evidence as well as verbal and written evidence, to contribute to my interpretations 
of their lives, rather then relying solely on the reports of their middle-class contemporaries.
Granted, this material has its own inherent biases (for example, the nature of the questions posed at 
congressional hearings affected the responses that I am considering the "testimony" of the laboring 
classes, and financial circumstances and issues of availability affected the choices tenement residents 
were able to make when selecting and using material goods), but I feel that it still speaks on behalf 
of the tenement residents’ conditions and experiences. Due to such biases evidence from the 
archaeological and other records needs to be carefully analyzed to avoid misinterpreting the 
testimony it offers relative to life in the tenement districts. The challenge for archaeologists is to 
determine what relationship artifacts have to a group of people and then determine what they have 
to say about these people and what these people have to say about themselves as demonstrated by 
the kinds of objects they chose to buy, use, discard or otherwise incorporate into their lives.
The majority of American historical archaeological investigations that have considered issues 
of poverty tend to be focused on rural or slave populations.5 These research projects include, for 
example, William Kelso's large-scale study of the Kingsmill Plantations in which he takes slave and 
rural poor communities into consideration in his final interpretations. (Kelso, 1984) In the past 
several decades more reports on urban populations have been generated by archaeologists concerned 
with issues ranging from commercialization, to urbanization, industrialization, immigration, 
consumerism, trade routes, settlement patterns, land use and historic preservation. Some of these 
projects include the Lowell Bootts Mill Complex excavation in Massachusetts (Beaudry, 1989a,
1989b); work by Terry Kline, especially his research on nineteenth century ceramics (Miller, 1992);
5 Mary Beaudry’s work with the Bootts Mills in Lowell Massachusetts is a notable exception. (Beaudry, 
1989a; Beaudry, 1989b)
8Roy Dickenson's interest in the theory of urban archaeology (Miller, 1992); Pamela Cressey and her 
colleagues' excavations in Alexandria, Virginia (Cressey et al., 1982); and projects in New York City, 
including research by Nan Rothschild (Rothschild, 1982, 1985, 1987, 1990, 1992) Diana DiZerega 
Wall (Wall, 1987a, 1987b, 1991; Rockman, 1983), Bert Salwen (Salwen, 1981,1982, 1984, 1990), 
Leonard Banco (Banco, 1992) and others.
Urban archaeology, while not new in the Geld of historical archaeology, is still struggling 
with issues of technique and methodology. These issues can be as abstract as determining a unit of 
analysis in an apparent jumble of individuals, households and communities, or as annoyingly practical 
as trying to convince City Council to let a major thoroughfare be blocked off for months so 
archaeologists can dig their pits. Urban archaeology is an area of concentration within the Geld of 
historical archaeology, but it does have some aspects that distinguish it from other subGelds. The 
nature of the material under investigation, the units of analysis appropriate to an urban excavation, 
the density and diversity of the populations on the site and the political realities of conducting an 
investigation within the physical and administrative limits of a metropolis all play a role in shaping 
the project and its outcome.
In my own investigations I confronted many of these issues. Excavations directed by the 
New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission under the auspices of the General Services 
Administration (a federal agency) took place in what was called the Five Points in the nineteenth 
century. The excavations were complete by January of 1992. I was in constant contact with the 
agency that organized the dig, the principal investigator and the site director. They assured me that 
I would have unrestricted access to information related to the dig and they even requested a copy of 
my thesis when it was completed to include with their reports of the area. Encouraged by the 
responses of individuals associated with the dig I made arrangements to travel to New York City to 
view the site and review their reports and collections. I was greeted warmly and was allowed to 
rummage through their library of reports to draw out the information speciGc to my project.
It was a busy ofGce and everyone was excited about another site that the agency was
9excavating. Naturally, I was curious about this project as well but had no intention of devoting any 
of my limited time to researching it. However, before I had time to settle into my own work, 
talkative archaeologists had covered my desk with newspaper clippings, photographs, and reports 
from this other site. It soon became clear to me that the other project had taken complete 
precedence in the office over the Five Points project and that, in fact, no reports, artifacts, 
inventories or materials of any sort related to the Five Points site were available.6
The other site, an African-American burial ground, became politically explosive and 
controversial after I left New York City. Researchers were hired, fired and quit and all the while 
the Five Points project was neglected. Eventually, my frustrated research attempts were alleviated 
by one of the site directors who sent me information about the Five Points; the Five Points project 
was being taken over by another contract archaeology firm, which would not be able to generate any 
conclusive reports for quite a while.7 At this point I had a year and a half a of research invested in 
my thesis and was in no position to change my topic. Rather, I was forced to change my strategy. I 
chose to construct a material culture assemblage by drawing references from nineteenth century 
texts, photographs and the archaeological data that I did have available. I was also presented with 
an opportunity to evaluate the role of urban archaeology in this anthropological and historical 
research project.
The result was the following chapters: an inquiry into the nature of the perception and 
representation of poverty conditions by members of several classes, coupled with material culture 
evidence about living conditions in nineteenth century New York City tenement districts. The 
ramifications of my project extend beyond what can be learned about life in the Five Points. They 
include the advantages of an interdisciplinary yet integrated research approach, they address the
6 As of August 24, 1993 artifacts from the Five Points are just starting to be washed and interpreted.
(Rebecca Yamin Personal Communication August 24, 1993)
n
John Milner Associates, Inc. in connection with Howard University took over the project from the New 
York City Landmarks Preservation Commission and will prepare reports for the General Services 
Administration and Edwards and Kelcey Engineers, Inc.
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issue of representation and interpretation, and they call for some reflection on the appropriateness 
of some research methods and questions in certain situations.
I begin my analysis with a consideration of poverty and class based on my own 
understanding and the views of others. I continue with a history of New York City and the Five 
Points area and the development of the social phenomena and material conditions relative to my 
investigations: for example, poverty and tenements. This is followed by an outline of the 
archaeological and material culture findings relative to the Five Points and other tenement areas 
which helps to establish the material conditions more concretely and provides a database for 
comparison with other characterizations of the area. By setting this context the discussion of 
contemporary middle-class perspectives that follows gains meaning and provides a richer base for my 
concluding analyses and interpretations.
CHAPTER II: POVERTY AND CLASS 
Poverty most simply defined is a lack of material goods. To understand the concept of 
poverty more realistically, it is important to recognize it as a relative deprivation. The standard 
below which individuals are considered poor is variable. By this I do not suggest that ultimately 
poverty does not exist, or that it can only be appreciated in direct comparison to wealth. Rather, my 
point is to emphasize that standards of poverty shift over time and vary across class boundaries. For 
example, a wealthy individual may consider a lower middle-class person poor, while that person may 
not agree.
Individuals or communities lacking the money or the means to provide for adequate 
existence can be said to be living in poverty. But what specific materials and services are required to 
live adequately? Many efforts to define poverty concretely get caught up itemizing goods, services 
and materials that are not present in a particular assemblage or situation, and which, by their 
conspicuous absence, imply that the individuals under investigation are not living adequately.1 I 
also found that over time the opinion about what is adequate changed. To understand the concept 
and realities of poverty more clearly, especially as it applied to nineteenth-century characterizations 
of the lower classes in New York City, I have reviewed some of the changing ideas about poverty.
To contemporary middle- to upper-class Americans a consistently substandard 
income is associated with certain life situations: for example, crowded living quarters, reduced access 
to educational and recreational opportunities, and occupational restrictions. (Irelan, 1967:1-2) My 
review of several narrative descriptions of New York City revealed that the same associations were 
made by nineteenth-century members of the middle and upper class. I found that when many 
middle- or upper-class members of society used the term "poverty", they were generally referring to
1 For example, "... little furniture is to be seen in the rooms of the poor." " A cooking stove sometimes 
constituted the only article of furniture in a room, and the inmates sleep upon pallets on the floor. Not a chair 
or table to be seen. Often there is no stove, and the only food that passers the lips of the occupants of these 
rooms is what is given to them in charity." (McCabe, 1882:582-583)
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a complex set of larger conditions, including economic, social and psychological conditions, rather 
than a simple economic status. In defining poverty then they were selecting from a range of 
characteristics what to them most clearly represents what it means to be poor. (Oster et al., 1978:3) 
These sets of characteristics that have been assembled to create an accurate image of 
poverty vary depending on the opinions or motivations of the compilers. For some, to live up to the 
standard or be above the poverty line simply has meant having "sufficient food and clothing to keep 
the body in working order." (Hunter, 1970:7) Poverty in this case is a purely physical standard and 
does not refer to intellectual, aesthetic, moral or other social needs. The authors of some works that 
I consulted do acknowledge that the materials needed to keep an individual alive are different from 
those that will render an individual physically efficient. (Grose, 1909) If people need to work to 
support themselves, then they must be physically efficient rather than merely alive and as such it is 
at this level of efficiency that the standard of poverty should be established. Grose supports this 
conclusion by asserting that for individuals to be living in poverty means they "cannot earn enough 
regularly to maintain the standard of life that means the highest efficiency, and that at some time 
they are liable to need aid." (Grose, 1909:218)
As an alternative or addition to definitions of poverty rooted in economic criteria, numerous 
people have suggested that poverty be defined in socio-cultural terms. When viewed from this 
perspective poverty is more than the lack of things. It is the fear of want, it is limited alternatives, it 
is relative helplessness or impotence in relation to the power of the wealthier classes, it is relative 
deprivation, it is an awareness of the status that objects can carry, it is a sensation of failure in 
comparison to the wealthier classes of society, and it is living with constant insecurity. (Ehrenreich, 
1989:15; Hunter, 1970:1; Irelan, 1967:2-3)
As far as the history of the definition of poverty in America is concerned, Oster et al. point 
out that "Until the end of the nineteenth century 'needs' were defined, at least for public policy 
purposes, almost exclusively in terms of subsistence." (Oster et al., 1978:Vol. I p.5) These authors 
contend that: "Pre-twentieth-century poverty definitions were, for the most part, economic.
13
Moreover, they were "absolute": poverty was typically defined as the lack of resources (i.e. income or 
assets) necessary to acquire subsistence levels of food, shelter, and clothing." (Oster et al., 1978:Vol.
I, p.xiv) Early twentieth-century policy makers began to recognize that poverty, most simply 
interpreted, is a lack of material goods. To suggest, however, that it could be eradicated by purely 
material relief policies refuses to acknowledge that poverty is rooted in structural and societal 
conditions that have far-reaching consequences too complex to be significantly affected by any form 
of material relief policy. (LuBove, 1980:9)
In the early twentieth century minimum standards for subsistence as well as fair standards 
for the satisfaction of other human needs were taken into consideration when defining and relieving 
poverty. In addition to this increase in the extent to which social and cultural traits were considered 
important parts of a poverty definition, the broadening of the minimum "needs" of the population in 
the early twentieth century reflected the belief that at least in part poverty was a relative condition. 
Over the course of the twentieth century poverty was viewed as an economic status that changed as 
overall levels of affluence in the society changed. (Oster et al., 1978:Vol. I, pp.xiv, 6) Furthermore, 
researchers came to recognize that contemporary and historical definitions of poverty were linked to 
the concerns of the "definers", as Oster et al. admit: "In tracing the historical evolution of poverty 
definitions, then, changes are revealed not only in the technical expertise of the "definers" but also in 
the underlying values and concerns of society." (Oster et al., 1978:Vol. I, p.3)
As part of the middle-class plan for the amelioration of lower-class living conditions, there 
has been no greater constant than the conviction that the poor would be better off if they remain 
poor but in fresh air. (Galbraith, 1979:98) The economist Galbraith finds that, in general, social 
observers saw urban poverty as more miserable than rural poverty, due in part to their sentimental 
conviction that life in the fresh air was inherently better than life in the stifled air of cities. While 
some poor people may have preferred one setting over the other (urban versus rural), practically 
speaking, many conditions associated with urban poverty were less severe then those associated with 
rural poverty. (Galbraith, 1979:51)
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Urban poverty is certainly not benign; it is generally associated with living conditions, such 
as poor housing, poor sanitation, and inadequate food, that also affect the rural poor, and in fact 
these conditions may even be worse in the city due to over crowding. (Galbraith, 1979:51 and 79) 
However, Galbraith considers urban poverty to be one step up from rural poverty in that it does not 
typically manifest the deprivation that rural poverty does. The rural poor simply do not have the 
same opportunities as the urban poor. Goods and services, including charitable organizations, that 
exist in the city do not exist in many rural areas. This is why cities have grown. People flock to them 
due to the opportunities (i.e. educational, employment, mobility), potential or immediate, that cities 
alone offer. (Galbraith, 1979:51)
During the nineteenth century, those who lived at the bottom of the economic ladder in 
urban poverty usually stood at the bottom of the social ladder as well. Marginally subsisting, they 
suffered from unemployment, illiteracy, bad housing and poor diets. (Thernstrom, 1973:2) 
Furthermore, they were often residentially segregated from other classes. (Smith-Rosenberg, 
1971:179) While the lower classes and poverty are often associated with one another, they are not 
synonymous. Reviewing definitions of class is equally important to this project as reviewing 
perceptions of poverty, especially because I have found that perceptions of poverty vary over time 
and across classes.
One feature of city life is the tendency for the urban population to subdivide into 
residential or social groups based on points of commonality like ethnic, religious, occupational or 
socioeconomic similarities. Members of the middle and uppers classes enjoyed more financial and 
social freedom to select the neighborhoods in which they settled while members of the lower classes 
had fewer options. Nonetheless, the poor did have some choice about the neighborhoods in which 
they settled. These neighborhoods were the communities in which people led their daily lives. 
(Rothschild, 1987a:29)
People who share some defining experiences or some set of social, economic and material 
characteristics, such as education, income, mobility, lifestyle and occupation can generally be grouped
15
together as members of the same class. (Eicher, 1989:2-3) Class is, like poverty, a relative term. 
Perceptions of class cannot be very meaningful if they are completely relative. However, since 
general criteria for defining classes are established within a cultural or social context, then for 
individuals within that context class designations do have particular meaning (even if that meaning is 
in part derived from relative comparisons with other groups within the society). (Ehrenreich,
1989:13) Members of the same group are aware of the divisions within that group and they recognize 
the categories being described by class designations. (Vanneman and Cannon, 1987:55)
Class designations may seem overly general or impersonal. However, the commonalities of 
experience that many members of the same class share have proven to be legitimate grounds for 
some generalization. Depending on the degree of similarity demonstrated by members of the same 
class (i.e. education, income, lifestyle), some scholars, like Barbara Ehrenreich, argue that it can be 
presumed that these people also share some common outlook or group consciousness, but this 
presumption may be questioned. (Ehrenreich, 1989:13)
In America, individuals have traditionally been divided into three major classes: lower, 
middle and upper. The middle class consists of several elements but is largely professional and 
white and often perceived as the social norm or the mainstream; its members are often trained or 
educated. (Ehrenreich, 1989:3) The members of the middle class represent the vague middle ground 
between those who control the capital and to whom they are subordinate (the upper class) and those 
who perform the labor and whom the middle class dominate (the lower class). (Vanneman and 
Cannon, 1987:54,57) In her analysis of modern America Barbara Ehrenreich points out that the 
professional middle class plays a very large role in defining aspects of the overall society: for 
example, in determining its moods or responses, directing its politics, and setting its moral tone. 
(Ehrenreich, 1989:6) My review of the relevant literature suggests that the middle class played a 
similar role in the nineteenth century. In order that the middle class might be perceived more clearly 
it is important that it be viewed as simply one class among others. Furthermore, it is essential to 
recognize that the middle class has its own responsibilities, priorities, assumptions and anxieties
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which may be forced on to other classes whether they are compatible or not, because as Ehrenreich
points out "it is through the eyes of this class - and often also in its image - that we have, for so
long, been content to see America." (Ehrenreich, 1989:6)
The middle class is more than an arbitrary range within the social hierarchy. It is a genuine
class with interests of its own which can be in opposition to those of the other classes. (Vanneman
and Cannon, 1987:55) It operates in fear of some mishap that could lead to its downfall
economically, socially, politically or culturally. Ehrenreich calls attention to this sense of instability
that characterizes the middle class:
But in the middle class there is another anxiety: a fear of inner weakness, of growing soft, of 
failing to strive, of losing discipline and will. Whether the middle class looks down toward 
the realm of less, or up toward the realm of more, there is fear, always, of falling. 
(Ehrenreich, 1989:15)
In my survey of literature related to the lower classes and the Five Points it became clear to 
me that in nineteenth century New York City the fears, misunderstandings, conflicts of interest, and 
separation between other classes produced social tensions and biases, and blocked social reform. 
However, members of various classes recognized that there were differences between the classes. As 
their awareness of the lower classes increased, members of the middle and upper classes attempted 
to "help" or reform the lower classes. As social pressures changed and economic conditions varied 
just who was considered in need of help and what kind of aid they needed also changed.
CHAPTER III; THE HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT OF 
NEW YORK CITY AND THE FIVE POINTS
The nineteenth century was a time of considerable change for many American cities. The 
new nation continued its reconstruction and recovery following the Revolutionary War and entered 
an era of urban expansion in the early years of the nineteenth century. New York City was one 
place that underwent a period of early urbanization and industrialization during this phase of urban 
evolution from 1783-1815. As part of this development populations and land values1 in New York 
City increased dramatically. The overcrowding that resulted created many problems, including 
inadequate sanitation and housing as well as inadequate employment opportunities for the rising 
numbers of city residents.2 (Baugher-Perlin, et al., 1982:21)
In 1789 neighborhoods in New York City were fairly diverse. Residents from a range of 
backgrounds, occupations, classes and ethnic groups lived together in communities. Unlike many 
nineteenth-century New Yorkers, however, eighteenth-century city residents were not segregated into 
discrete communities based on class. (Rothschild, 1992:217) At the turn of the century New York 
was beginning to develop into the class-organized city it was to become over the next decades. 
(Rothschild, 1992:217) With population density, industrialization, and socio-economic differences 
continually increasing, New York City suffered from the overcrowding, poor ventilation, foul streets 
and alleys, and the inadequate and dangerous water supply that were to plague it throughout the 
nineteenth century. (Ford, 1936)
1 Improved lands close to settled areas sold for fifty dollars an acre in 1785 and two-hundred dollars and acre 
by 1800. (Baugher-Perlin, 1982:21)
Refer to Appendix D for "Statistics Bearing on the Tenement Problem" including population, immigration 
and police statistics. (Drawn from Riis, 1962:231-233)
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With the end of the War of 1812 New York City experienced another surge of growth, and 
its problems were exacerbated. (Baugher-Perlin et al., 1982:24) The overcrowding, lack of 
transportation, inadequate health facilities, lack of sanitary laws or control over housing, and 
neglected and unclean streets were already serious problems in the early nineteenth century and they 
continued to be problems for generations, especially in the poorer districts and as immigrants to the 
city increased. (Pemicone, 1973:33, 39)
As crowding and commercialization of the city developed, the character of the inner city 
began to change. In the 1830's and 1840's businesses took over more and more buildings in lower 
Manhattan for commercial purposes. A substantial portion of the upper classes relocated uptown, 
while an enormous proportion of the new immigrants in New York City settled in the lower wards, 
seriously congesting these areas. With the continued commercialization of the downtown wards, the 
land values in these areas rose dramatically. This inflation affected residential as well as commercial 
properties. Dwellings that had formerly housed one family were divided into two, three and four 
apartments. Barrack-like dwellings to house even more families were constructed, and damp dark 
cellars of these buildings were used to house the poorest in the area. Due to demand, rents in the 
residential areas of these wards increased out of proportion to the cramped and unhealthy 
accommodations offered. (Pernicone, 1973:33-34) Many individuals, like newly arrived immigrants, 
women wage earners, blacks, and the unskilled were confined by ignorance, segregation, the expense 
of housing elsewhere, or by the need to be near employment opportunities. These factors prevented 
these people from moving out of the jammed wards. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:165) In such close 
quarters and with a disregard for sanitary requirements, periodic infestations or epidemics 
particularly affected these poorer neighborhoods. (Pemicone, 1973:33-34)
A recession in 1837 caused the numbers of unemployed and destitute to reach 
unprecedented numbers, and predictably, conditions in the lower wards worsened. While traditional 
philanthropic resources existed (for example, religious or civic charitable organizations), their assets
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could not meet the increasing demands for assistance.3 New Yorkers especially struggled with 
unemployment, vagrancy, crime, and disease during the next decade. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:163- 
164)
Late in the 1840's commercial prosperity returned to New York City and the population 
increased explosively.4 The City's poverty level was also affected by commercial expansion; the rich 
grew richer and the poor correspondingly poorer. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:165) Social, economic 
and ethnic segregation persisted, and by the 1850's, for the first time in the city's history, large areas 
were inhabited overwhelmingly or even almost exclusively by the laboring classes, a group which was 
unfamiliar and somewhat frightening to upper- and middle-class observers. (Stott, 1990:201) While 
New York City continued to grow and flourish in the 1850's, the laboring and lower classes still did 
not share in the increasing prosperity as real wages actually declined. (Pernicone, 1973) The city 
experienced a sharp increase in the death rate during this decade, including increases in infant and 
stillborn deaths. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:164-165)
By the 1860's residential patterns had become fairly well established; the well-to-do lived in 
certain areas and not in others. By this time New Yorkers had also already developed a commuter 
pattern. The many people who had moved uptown in the 1840's had built homes there, while a 
significant number from the middle class built homes in the suburbs outside of Manhattan.5 This 
trend amused some observers and alarmed others when they noted that the city was becoming a 
dwelling place for only the very rich and the very poor. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:165) Such 
speculations were confirmed by the 1880's when residents claimed that the great cost of living in
3 •  • • •  • • •By adopting the English poor laws, Colonial Americans established in America a presumed right to 
assistance for the needy. This "right" to public assistance has always been acknowledged; in fact, the right to 
assistance may even be considered unconditional rather than the result of some voluntary benevolence. The 
United States has an unbroken tradition of public responsibility for the cases of the destitute. However, the 
definition of who was included in the needy and worthy category has changed over time. (Coll, 1973:19)
4 The population increased from 1845 to 1850 from 371,223 to 515,394, and by 1860 over 800,000 people 
crowded Manhattan. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:164)
^n the middle of the nineteenth century New York City was centralized in the Manhattan area. In later 
decades the city expanded to include areas outside Manhattan within the city limits.
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New York City,
...makes it impossible for the city to number a strong middle class among its people. The 
very rich can afford the expense since it brings them pleasures and compensations they can 
obtain nowhere eke in America for their outlay. The very poor and the laboring class 
huddle in the tenement houses, and put up with dkcomfort at a cost which would enable 
them to do far better in the other cities of the country. This leaves New York but a 
comparatively small representation of the class which is the mainstay of modern 
communities. The pauper population is large, the number of those who live by manual 
labor is larger, and against these are set the rich men of the city. The class which should be 
strongest, and which should stand as the harmonizers of the extremes we have mentioned is 
conspicuous by its absence. (McCabe,1882:62-63)
Despite the surge of immigration to New York City, which by 1860 resulted in 47% of the 
residents being non-natives, the city experienced a relative drop in the population during the 
following decade. (Baugher-Perlin et al, 1982:24) The Civil War was certainly a factor as it resulted 
in a drop in the birth rate due to the absence of so many men, loss of life, and a decline in 
European immigration. While events associated with or affected by the Civil War initially caused a 
decline in the population of New York City, ultimately the conflict generated a population increase. 
(Baugher-Perlin et al, 1982:24) The Civil War acted as a catalyst to industrialization and spurred an 
economic revolution across America. Railroads increased and helped develop new markets for new 
goods. New York was the largest city in the country, and at the forefront of urban development. 
(Baugher-Perlin, 1982:26)
Industries traditional to the city consolidated and became increasingly mechanized. There 
was an increase in the number of laborers and mechanics working in the city as well as an increase 
in the number of factories operating in the area. The overcrowding that affected residential 
properties was characteristic of the factories as well. Working conditions were severe. Factories 
were hot, overcrowded, poorly ventilated, and dangerous. Some, who had the option, chose to work 
in their homes6 rather than confront the conditions of the factories. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:166)
In the second half of the century New York City continued to expand, immigrants continued 
to flood into the lower-class neighborhoods and everyone was affected by advancements in
6 For example, employed at piecework, sewing, rag-picking, or taking in boarders.
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technology. In response to these factors New York City developed a housing tradition, the creation
\
of the tenements, that initially relieved some of the problems of the growing city. However, soon 
this development complicated city life even more. (Ernst, 1965:48: Ford, 1936:93; Riis, 1971:5)
Needs of the poor provided investment opportunities for the middle and upper classes. The 
abandoned old homes suddenly became valuable property. They were purchased by landlords and 
subdivided into several apartments to house the workers and immigrants. This phenomenon marked 
the creation of the tenement house, and it was the beginning ,of the.modem New York slum. (Ernst, 
1965:48; Riis, 1971:5) When land and building owners realized that these converted dwellings 
generated significant returns, they decided to finance the construction of buildings specifically 
designed as tenement houses. The first such residence, specifically designed to house a large 
number of working-class tenants, was constructed in 1833. (Ernst, 1965:48) More tenements soon 
sprang up in working-class neighborhoods alongside the converted grand homes and the irregular 
shanties and small frame structures that poor area residents had constructed themselves. (Ernst, 
1965:48)
Initially the tenement house system was well received and efficient. It was advantageous for 
members of the laboring classes to be able to house themselves fairly inexpensively in an area near 
to where they worked. (Riis, 1971:5) However, it was not very long before the system was exploited 
and rents rose to absurdly high levels. Population continued to increase7 as did the practice of 
constructing tenements. By 1840 people began to characterize the tenement districts, or slums, as an 
evil that would have serious social consequences. (Ford, 1936:92-93)
Fires in 1835 and 1845 destroyed many of the tenements then standing, most of which were 
converted dwellings. This resulted in new areas becoming available for the construction of buildings 
designed specifically as tenements. Tenements spread especially quickly in the southern section of 
New York, in the old core of the city. (Wall, 1987b:73) Furthermore, the destruction of property as 
a result of the fires as well as the construction of tenements to house the lower classes accelerated
7 "In the decade from 1830 to 1840 the population increased from 202,589 to 312,710." (Ford, 1936:92)
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the movement of the upper classes to the suburbs. (Ford, 1936:868)
By the late 1850's almost three quarters of the city’s entire population lived in tenements 
and cellars. (Pemicone, 1973:184) Temperance had long been the major issue for those concerned 
with social problems but by the 1850's it was replaced by the tenement and its associated living, 
material and moral conditions as the central problem affecting the quality of urban life. (Smith- 
Rosenberg, 1971:172-173) This change in focus was a very significant one, because the recognition of 
the tenement as a social problem implied an increasing familiarity with the real conditions of the 
areas and a commitment to environmental reform. Moreover, it represented a shift for some people 
to more practical and pragmatic kinds of reform (environmental rather than character or moral). 
(Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:172-173)
Overcrowding within the tenements was certainly a problem, but the problem intensified 
when tenants spilled out into the streets, of the slums and the number of homeless increased. The 
homeless of these districts included hordes of abandoned, neglected or orphaned children. A police 
commissioner estimated that in 1850 three thousand homeless children wandered the streets of New 
York, while by 1865 charitable organizations estimated that fifteen thousand vagrant children lived in 
New York. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:171)
The increasing awareness on the part of the middle and upper classes of the tenements was 
in large part spurred by the cholera epidemics of 1849 and 1854 that ravaged the tenement districts 
and by the economic depressions of 1855 and 1857 that worsened conditions in the area. These 
events forced privileged New Yorkers to realize that great numbers of poor people lived in 
crammed, unhealthy localities separated from the middle and upper classes. (Smith-Rosenberg, 
1971:179) This increasing awareness triggered, among other reform efforts to the area, formal health 
reports on the conditions of the tenements. In a 1865 report of the Sixth Ward (an area cluttered 
with tenements including the Five Points area), Dr. William F. Thomas commented that many of the 
tenant houses were very old, built up on filled swamp land that was unhealthy, two thirds were 
wooden, one third brick, and all were overcrowded, (quoted in Ford, 1936:145) In 1867 it was
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estimated that New York City had fifteen thousand such structures, by 1882, the city contained 20,000
tenement houses. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:175; McCabe, 1882:559)
The number of these buildings suggests that a great many people were living in tenement
housing. Furthermore, their increase and spread suggests that they were profitable investments for
their owners. In fact, McCabe reported in 1882 that rents from some tenements had been estimated
as paying as much as a thirty percent return of the money invested in them. (McCabe, 1882:560)
Several nineteenth-century authors commented on the fact that land in the city was so valuable that
rents were very high: "...experts had testified that, as compared with uptown, rents were from twenty-
five to thirty percent higher in the worst slums of the lower wards." (Riis, 1971:6)
The tenements resembled vast barracks and were inhabited by two to twenty or more
families (McCabe, 1882:559). In characterizing the tenements for his readers, a nineteenth century
author described them as follows:
One standing on a lot fifty by two hundred and fifty feet has apartments for one hundred 
and twenty-six families. Nearly all the apartments are so situated that the sun can never 
touch the windows. A narrow room and bedroom comprise an apartment. (Smith, 1868:365)
A contemporary author reports that,
The number of people and buildings that choked the working-class neighborhoods proved to 
be more than the land and city services could support efficiently. Sanitary conditions were 
dreadful, garbage and human waste removal was inadequate, privies were too few and too 
full, resulting in backyards and lots being coated with human excreta and flies.8 The 
deteriorating health and environment conditions were a considerable part of the developing 
slum problem. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:170)
Descriptions of the tenements through the end of the century still identify overcrowding, 
poor sanitation and inadequate ventilation as characteristic of the tenements. A New York City 
sanitation engineer, Charles F. Wingate, was asked to testify in 1883 to the United States Committee 
on Education and Labor on the nature and character of tenements. He responded as follows:
o
Archaeological excavations in the Five Points area uncovered evidence of some sewage or waste disposal 
units in association with each city lot investigated. However, they were inadequate for handling wastes from the 
number of people who lived on these lots. (Bianchi, 1992)
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The law9 defines it as 'ahouse occupied by more than three families, living independently 
and doing their cooking on the premises; or by more than two families on a floor, so living 
and cooking and having a common right to the halls, stairway, yards... (Committee on 
Education and Labor, 1885:1047)
He proceeded to describe the poor living and material conditions associated with the tenements,
including scenes of rags and bones being picked over for resale,10 and a barely furnished basement
apartment. Wingate also made distinctions between two classes of tenement houses in the New
York City slums; however, his descriptions are not as sharply contrasting as others' descriptions
were:
Fair examples of two classes of tenement houses have been given here. In the one an 
almost entire absence of family organization, concubinage, drunkenness, and vagrancy are 
well illustrated. The better class of tenement, with its badly lighted and illy-ventilated [sic] 
middle rooms, its overcrowding, its neglected children, affords no overdrawn picture of the 
average New York Tenement. (U.S. Committee on Education and Labor, 1885:1048)
These two different kinds of tenements, reconstructed or subdivided tenement houses and especially
constructed tenements, were designed to house many of the poor and they characterized New York
City's slums. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:176-177) Another contemporaneous New Yorker distinguished
between the two classes of tenements as follows:
The city contains two classes of tenement houses. Those of the first class are occupied by 
well-to-do working people; those of the second by the very poor. The first are large, neat- 
looking structures and are kept as clean as the great number of people occupying them will 
permit; the second are wretched abodes of misery, and often of vice and crime. The better 
class tenement houses are constructed for the purposes to which they are put; the second 
class are simply buildings intended originally for a single family, but now occupied by as 
many as they will contain. (McCabe, 1882:560)
It seems to me that to contemporaneous observers the major categories of distinction between
tenement buildings were moral and social contrasts rather than physical differences.
For many nineteenth-century New Yorkers, the physical environment and material
inadequacies were only part of the tenement problem. The poverty that they represented, the
9 1867 New York State Housing Code
in As a means of earning some income some residents of the tenements collected old and discarded rags and 
animal bones which they cleaned and sold. For example, rags where reused as fabric, shredded and used as 
stuffing or recycled into such goods as paper. Bones could be ground into fertilizer, cut into handles for cutlery 
or brushes or cut into buttons. (Personal Communication, Joanne Bowen)
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irregular meals, poorly clothed children, unsanitary living conditions, and intemperance with which 
they were associated were even more of a concern. Many believed that it was in this environment 
that young "toughs" or criminals developed and that a lack of morality in the area led to the 
corruption of an entire class of people. (Riis, 1890; Grose, 1909) The tenements were more than 
physical structures in which the laboring and poor classes lived. For members of the upper classes 
they represented all the degradation, social ills and immorality that was associated with the lower 
classes and with the degeneration of society as a whole. (Riis, 1962:6)
Differences between classes were based on more than housing conditions and material 
environments. Class distinctions were dependent on a host of factors including income, lifestyle and 
occupation. My review of the literature relative to the lower classes in New York has revealed that 
tensions between members of the different classes proved to be problematic throughout much of 
New York's history. For example, many members of the middle and upper classes believed that the 
lower classes from the Five Points tenement district were entirely responsible for the Draft Riots of 
1864-1865. (Ernst, 1965:39) These tensions as well as other factors of urbanization are well 
illustrated by the history of the development of Five Points, the city's most notorious slum area, 
located in central lower Manhattan in Ward Six. [Figure I]
To appreciate fully the character of the area as it was depicted in the nineteenth century, it 
is useful to review the history of the Ward. The Sixth had never been a fashionable place to live. 
Until the early nineteenth century one quarter of the area had been covered by a large, sixty-foot
deep pond, known as the Collect or Fresh Water Pond. (Pernicone, 1973:20) The exact boundaries
/
of the Collect are unclear. It has been described as bounded by the nineteenth-century Baxter, Elm, 
Canal and Pearl Streets, although descriptions varied. (Baugher-Perlin et al., 1982:63-64) Marshes 
surrounded the pond on both the east and the west. The area east of the Collect was later known as 
the Five Points, while that to the west was known as Lespernard's Meadow. (Baugher-Perlin et al., 
1982:64) Eighteenth-century legislation restricted "unhealthy practices" to the north of the Collect, 
like tanneries and potteries which generally produced offensive wastes. (Ford, 1936:46) As the city
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expanded in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries residents with the economic means to 
do so settled on desirable lands; the poorer and laboring classes of residents were left to group on 
the swampy edges of the Collect. (Ford, 1936:46) Only the cheapest types of houses were built on 
this low marshy ground. (Ladies of the Mission, 1854:16) Residents of the area used the pond to 
clean their laundry as well as for a dumping area. The industrial and residential developments on the 
shores of the pond seriously polluted the water. (Baugher-Perlin et al., 1982:67)
The problem of the Fresh Water Pond and the swamps next to it seems to have 
continuously concerned residents of the area, especially as the city expanded and grew up to the 
edges of the swamp and beyond. As early as 1730, a Captain Anthony Rutgers petitioned the King 
of England for a grant of the land, in return for which he proposed to drain and fill the swamp.
That petition was granted on December 31, 1733, resolving the issue of the swamps, but the stagnant 
pond still remained. (Ford, 1936:46) Efforts to improve the area included a 1789 proposal to create a 
public park incorporating the pond; however, the plan was rejected on the grounds that the area was 
too far removed from town for visitors to enjoy (these visitors being middle and upper class 
residents settled in the more southern sections of the city). An uncompleted 1796 project proposed 
to connect the East and Hudson Rivers by way of the Collect.11 (Baugher-Perlin et al., 1982:66-67) 
Despite all these proposals, no real action was taken until the nineteenth century. (Baugher-Perlin et 
al., 1982:68)
In 1802 the Common Council of New York City ordered the Collect filled to accommodate 
the needs of the expanding city and to eliminate the unhealthy conditions of the area related to the 
stagnant and polluted waters. The project was financed by the city as a public works project until 
1803, after which the filling proceeded in spurts. It was completed by 1817. (Pemicone, 1973:22; 
Baugher-Perlin, 1982:68) The first plots of land over the filled portions of the Collect were sold in 
1809. This unnaturally deposited land which suddenly became available in the Sixth Ward was low,
11 In 1796 John Fitch began conducting experiments with steamboats on the Collect. Later his boat was 
abandoned on the shore of the Collect where it was broken up and used as fuel by the poorer people of the 
neighborhood. (Baugher-Perlin, 1982:67)
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marshy and flooded easily. Consequently, it did not attract residents from the upper classes who
17could afford better land. (Pemicone, 1973:20) From early on in the nineteenth century the Sixth
Ward, and the Five Points in particular, contained working-class neighborhoods which attracted
laborers, immigrants and freed slaves to the area. (Pemicone, 1973:23) The Five Points intersection
itself was the result of a street expansion project in 1817. Charles H. Haswell, a resident of New
York City, wrote that in 1817:
Anthony Street (later Worth), had been extended to Orange (later Baxter), making at the 
intersection with Cross (later Park) Street, five angular comers; these were designated and 
known as the 'FivePoints' - a locality that attained a national reputation as the resort of the 
abandoned of both sexes and of all nations... (Haswell, 1896:84) [Figure 1]
Thus, in 1817 the five streets that radiated out from the specific intersection under consideration
were Little Water, Cross, Orange, Anthony, and Mulberry Streets. Tjie names of these streets have
changed repeatedly over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. (Ford, 1936:90,114)
Overcrowding was already a fact of life for many residents of the Sixth Ward in the early
nineteenth century, and as the area near the Five Points was settled it became a serious concern for
the residents there as well. As they did elsewhere in the city at this time substantial two- and three-
story buildings began to appear, and spaces in between these buildings were covered with shanties.
(Pemicone, 1973:33) The streets in the area of the Five Points were generally narrow and crooked.
(McCabe, 1872:401) The following late nineteenth century description of tenement districts sums up
conditions that were also present in these areas early in the century:
I The gutters and the roadway are lined with filth, and from the dark dingy houses comes up 
I the most sickening stench. Every house is packed to its utmost capacity. In some are 
simply the poor, in others are those whose reputations make the policemen careful in 
/  entering them... Some of the buildings are of brick... Others are one and two story 
( wooden shanties... All are hideously dirty. (McCabe, 1872:401).
By the 1820's the area around the actual Five Points intersection (which was also referred to
10  • •The practice of land-filling sites was not unique to this area in New York City. Other sites in the city
like piers, docks and wharves were created to meet the needs of the expanding commerce and trade markets.
The Five Points area was different from other chiefly commercial projects in that it was used to house an
expanding population as well as some of the commercial establishments generally found in association with
residential neighborhoods (i.e., markets and saloons). (Baugher-Perlin, 1982:68)
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as the Five Points) had gained notoriety for its numerous liquor stores, brothels, and gambling dens.
(Pemicone, 1973:32) Concerns about the physical and moral conditions of the area prompted
numerous suggestions to better the Five Points. In 1829 the Common Council of the City rejected
proposals to upgrade the area by demolishing sections and constructing a prison, or by demolishing
1 1some of the worst tenements and building a park. The Council rejected these ideas on the 
grounds that the wet and dirty conditions might induce "prison fever".14 Furthermore, any project 
that would demolish the tenements might have affected the profitability of this land for the city, due 
to the large number of residents, shops and liquor stores in the area from which the city collected 
taxes. (Pemicone, 1973:32; Ford, 1936:90-91)
The May 9,1829 New York Mirror reported that people were in favor of extending and 
widening some of the dark dirty streets of the area in order that property values might be 
increased.15 Many felt that conditions would improve by clearing the "moral stain" out of the area 
and changing one street in question from a "receptacle of vice and misery to a decent and handsome 
thoroughfare." (quoted in Ford, 1936:88) Despite efforts to improve conditions in the area, the Five 
Points had become notorious as a center of crime by 1830, and attempts to reform the area 
increased. In 1833, the city supported an urban renewal project to enhance the appearance of the 
neighborhood. By 1835 the city had fenced off and sodded the "Five Points Triangle"16 at Cross, 
Anthony and Little Water Streets. The little one acre park was surrounded by a picket fence most 
often depicted as strewn with drying clothes and rags. (Ford, 1936:868; Pernicone, 1973:39) Riots in
"Five Pomts is a place of great disorder and crime, and it would be particularly desirable to rid the city 
of the nuisance complained of..."; (April 20, 1829 Minutes of the Common Council of the City of New York, 
1784-1831, XVIII, 11-12). Quoted in Pernicone, 1973:32
14 Typhus; so called because it formerly prevailed in prisons
15 The property values in the area were already very high due to the large number of liquor stores in the 
area (which paid considerable taxes), and the shortage of land in the City. The property was not however 
desirable to upper class citizens who may have perceived an apparent rise in property value if it became more 
valuable to them, that is to say if the population was thinned out, the streets cleaned up and the area otherwise 
improved to their standards. (Ford, 1936:90-91)
16 This small park was later called Mission Square, Paradise Park, and Columbus Park.
29
1834 and 1835 were supposed to have originated in this neighborhood. (Ernst, 1965:39) The crime 
rate of the area was usually exaggerated but poverty was extensive and thousands of law-abiding 
residents did live in wretched conditions. (Ernst, 1965:39)
Centered in Five Points was Coulter's Brewery, known as the Old Brewery, which had been 
constructed on the banks of the Collect in 1792 and was famous for its beer. In 1837 the Old 
Brewery was converted into a tenement building and came to house several hundred people.
 ^Originally the inhabitants of this building were almost equally divided between Irish and African- 
American residents, and the building was believed to have included an assortment of "thieves, 
murderers, pickpockets, beggars, harlots, and degenerates of every type." (Ernst, 1965:39) Shortly
i after the conversion of the Old Brewery into a residence the locality attained an even more nefarious
I
reputation. (Ford, 1936:868; Ladies of the Mission, 1854:49; Ernst, 1965:39)
The circumstances that led to the construction of the Five Points continued to affect the way 
in which the area developed. The population continued to increase, and the city continued to 
expand northward. Population surveys of 1840 revealed that the majority of middle-class 
proprietors had moved their homes away from their places of work and into other neighborhoods, 
often on the outskirts of the city, which perpetuated the northward extension of the city's perimeter. 
(Wall, 1987b:71)
Besides a simple increase in the numbers of people settling in the city, the settlement system 
of New York changed considerably between the late eighteenth century and mid-nineteenth century 
in the first third of the nineteenth century. Whereas in the early part of the century members of 
each class generally worked and lived in the same area, with the elite centered in the middle of the 
city, towards the middle of the century members of the upper classes established a definite 
separation between their work areas and their residential areas. As I discussed previously, this 
resulted in the development of middle- and upper-class neighborhoods that were predominantly 
residential or commercial, while those of the lower and working class were a mixture of residential 
and commercial establishments. (Wall, 1987b:74) With the majority of the middle class having
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separated their homes and workplaces came the rise of a new social landscape of residential 
neighborhoods segregated by class. (Wall, 1987b:66) The image many had of New York City as a 
diverse metropolis that supported many dasses and occupations was only somewhat accurate in the 
daytime when the flow of people conducting business, touring, shopping and living was heavier and 
more dynamic. (Wall, 1987b:71) At night when people returned home or sodalized it became more 
obvious that areas were occupied by fairly homogeneous classes.
By the mid-1840's the Five Points had the worst housing conditions New York has ever 
known and was representative of horrors of poverty that N.P. Willis, a contemporary journalist 
believed "the delicacy of...readers would not bear..., even in description." (quoted in Ford, 1936:104) 
Among these horrors were the free-roaming scavenging hogs that shocked the visiting English 
novelist Charles Dickens.17 (Ford, 1936:104) It was not unheard of for buildings, new and old, to 
fall down because of neglect or shoddy construction. In addition to being dangerous because of their 
poor construction, buildings in the Five Points area were dangerous because of their poor 
ventilation, flammability, and complete lack of escape routes in the event of a fire. Furthermore, in 
the event of an epidemic,18 city health officials had no effective means of quarantining a building 
or neighborhood. (Ernst, 1965:53) Other factors contributing to the unsanitary conditions of the 
area included the fact that as late as 1857 three quarters of the whole city was still unsewered and 
tenement districts were not priorities for city planners. (Ernst, 1965:52) As late as 1890 city officials 
decided against sewer installation in some tenement districts, including the Five Points, because 
thieves and other "unsavory characters" could hide in the pipes to evade authorities. (Riis, 1962:27) 
The area was also characterized by bars or saloons on the ground floor of many tenement buildings, 
which were believed to have deleterious physical and moral influences. (McCabe, 1872:401)
By the middle of the century some were convinced that conditions in the Five Points were
17In Charles Dickens 1842 "American Notes for General Circulation, I", pl91-218. quoted in Ford, 1936:102.
1R Living conditions in the Five Points led to many respiratory problems for residents of the area and when 
epidemics hit, like the 1837 typhoid, 1842 typhus, and 1849 cholera epidemics there was no way to effectively 
prevent them from infecting the whole district.
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so bad that nothing worse could be imagined: "These streets and especially the square are the haunts 
of the extremest [sic] misery of that great city. Lower than the Five Points it is not possible for 
human nature to sink." (Ladies of the Mission, 1854:45) These conditions were worsened by 
economic depressions in 1854-55 and 1857 which perpetuated conditions, like poor sanitation, 
homelessness, job insecurity, and inadequate housing, for which the Five Points was notorious. 
(Pernicone, 1973:93)
The popularity of texts that vividly described living conditions, physical and moral, in the 
Five Points increased in the second half of the nineteenth century. (Stansell, 1986:201) This was a 
continuation of the trend in poverty exposes begun in Europe with grisly narratives about life among 
the poor of Paris and London. (Miller, personal communication) Public familiarity with the areas 
and the living conditions of the poor were increased as a result of such reports. These texts generally 
focused on the issues that had concerned residents, reformers, and city officials for generations; 
poverty, overcrowding, unsanitary conditions, immigrants, unemployment, unsafe housing, the 
homeless, crime, intemperance, and immorality. Granted, the living conditions and material 
comforts of the area were deplorable in comparison to those of the middle and upper classes. The 
material conditions of the poor in the Five Points had, however, changed little over the course of the 
second half of the century and in fact, in many ways they improved. While general standards of 
living improved for residents of the tenement districts in New York, the relations between social 
classes and the rediscovery of the poor led to a flood of literature on the subject that characterized 
the area as absolutely deplorable.
Reasons for the attention given to the area are varied. The Five Points had become the 
symbol of degradation and degeneration of the lower classes and as such the image of the area 
persisted even as actual conditions improved. (McCabe, 1872:400; Barnard, 1893:i) The fact the 
authors had varied motives for writing their texts also should be considered. For example, in my 
research I found that a missionary worker whose goal was to illustrate how effective reform 
programs have been would not emphasize apparent immorality, as would a missionary worker who
was arguing for the establishment of a new mission in the area. (Ladies of the Mission, 1854) 
Several missionary societies and reform programs became more actively involved in the area during 
the second half of the nineteenth century. (Pernicone, 1973:39; LuBove, 1980:16) The most 
prominent of these was the Five Points Mission and House of Industry. Their relief and education 
programs helped to improve the physical living conditions of many in the area while also attempting 
to improve moral and social conditions. (Pernicone, 1973:39; Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:225)
Other factors also contributed to the improvement of living conditions in the Five Points 
area during the second half of the nineteenth century. Among these were the Tenement House Act 
of 1867 which banned the construction of tenements with dark bedrooms and no windows for air and 
light. Improvements also came as a result of the considerable percentage of relief aid distributed in 
the city that was directed to the Five Points. (Riis, 1890) In addition the population dropped a bit 
from 1870 to 1875, which relieved some of the stresses associated with overcrowding. (McCabe, 
1882:52) Despite these and other relative improvements, the Five Points was still characterized by 
some as "one of the most wretched and wicked sections of the city." (McCabe, 1882:52)
Statistics have little emotional impact on many people. Many are more impressed or moved 
by incident or example. While some of the descriptions of the Five Points may be exaggerated for 
whatever reasons, they did serve a point. They were instrumental in effecting many social, health, 
and building reforms in the city, they had a certain entertainment and educational value for people 
curious about the mystery and scandal of the area, and they demonstrated to many the atrocities that 
the growth of cities seemed inevitably to create. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:225)
Residents of the tenement districts in New York City were drawn into communities by 
several common factors. The most immediately obvious were ethnic similarities. Immigrants from 
the same countries often moved into the same areas as the result of kinship and ethnic ties. 
(Pernicone, 1973:29, 36; Ernst, 1965:39) Occupational and socio-economic similarities also drew 
people together. While residents of the tenement districts may have come from diverse 
backgrounds, the experience of living in the tenement environment may also have served as a
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cohesive factor and drawn them together as a community.
Over the course of the century the residential composition of the Five Points changed.
[Refer to Appendix D] As economic and social conditions in the city varied, new groups of settlers 
were drawn to the area. In the early nineteenth century the Sixth Ward of New York City in which 
Five Points was located was settled by artisans, laborers and their families. (Pernicone, 1973:24)
Most of the male artisans earned their living in the local shops, tanneries and manufactories. 
(Pernicone, 1973:24) Many women, including married women, were also gainfully employed in poor 
neighborhoods. (Pernicone, 1973:30) Immigrants and blacks comprised a higher percentage, twenty- 
five percent, of the population in the Sixth Ward than anywhere else in the city in 1810. Overall, at 
this time, the ward contained thirty-one percent of all immigrants in the city of New York and 
twelve percent of all blacks. (Pernicone, 1973:35) [See Table I]
TABLE I
ALIEN AND BLACK POPULATION IN THE SIXTH WARD, 1810-1855 19
AREA 1810 1819 1825 1835 1845 1855
ALIENS
WARD 6 15.7 24.3 25.3 13.7 26.3 50.9
CITY 6.0 10.0 11.4 10.4 16.4 36.9
BLACKS
WARD 6 10.2 12.3 14.2 12.1 5.6 4.0
CITY 9.7 8.3 7.6 5.6 3.5 2.7
Jury lists from 1819 indicate that while immigrant males accounted for twenty-five percent 
of the residents in the Sixth Ward they represented forty-four percent of all laborers in the ward. 
(Pernicone, 1973:24) [See Table II] The same 1819 jury lists report that for the women who
indicated that they were employed one third were involved in traditional women's occupations like 
sewing and washing, almost one fourth worked in grocery and fruit stores, and eighteen percent ran
19 Derived from Pernicone, 1973:35
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boarding houses. (Pernicone, 1973:30) Employed women classified as needlewomen also included 
milliners, straw and lace workers, artificial flower makers, and hat and cap sewers. Their working 
environments varied from shops and factories to small independent business establishments to their 
homes where piece-work was completed. (Pernicone, 1973:140)
TABLE II
SIXTH WARD MALE OCCUPATIONS FROM 1819 JURY LISTS 20
PROFESSION PERCENTAGE
Gentleman 4.1
Professional 4.6
Entrepreneur .4
Merchant 6.5
Government Worker 1.9
Store Keeper 10.8
Clerk 1.4
Artisan 30.5
Building Trades 16.3
Cartman 5.6
Laborer 17.0
Peddlar .7
These statistics may be misleading in that the percentage of individuals who listed themselves as 
professionals increased with age, while the numbers of artisans and building trade workers decreased 
with age. This suggests that some residents moved into professional positions as they got older while 
some workers who were originally employed at other occupations may have been forced into 
unskilled labor in their later life. (Pernicone, 1973:26)
In the 1820's and 1830's many Irish immigrants gathered in the depressed and unhealthy
20 Derived from Pernicone, 1973:24
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area around the Five Points. Here they occupied dilapidated old buildings or they constructed flimsy 
shanties. (Ernst, 1965:39) In the 1830's and 1840's increasing numbers of German, Dutch, and Polish 
Jewish immigrants moved into the area, although the area was still largely settled by the Irish 
(Pemicone, 1973:35). Although the percentage of blacks in the Sixth Ward remained higher than in 
any other ward in the city, it dropped suddenly in the 1840's as more and more blacks moved into 
the nearby Fifth and Eighth Wards. (Pemicone, 1973:35) In the late 1840's and early 1850's recently 
arrived Irish famine immigrants added to the tenements' numbers, and in the mid 1850's Italian 
immigrants also began to crowd into tenements around the Five Points. (Pemicone, 1973:35; Ernst, 
1965:39)
By 1855 approximately 14,000 Irish21, 5,200 Germans, 1,200 English and Scotch, 1,000 
Italians and Polish and 1,500 individuals of various other nationalities lived in the Sixth Ward 
(Pemicone, 1973:36) In many situations ethnic groups tended to dominate certain trades, but the 
association of members of a particular nationality with a specific trade was by no means exclusive. 
The results of surveys in the 1850's indicated that the Irish were predominant among the plumbers, 
painters, masons, and junk dealers while Germans were dominant among the glaziers and the Jews 
among clothes dealers. (Pernicone, 1973:121) Immigrants, more so than American-born residents of 
the tenement districts, demonstrated a willingness to move around and switch occupations in order 
to remain employed. As a result, and perhaps because they were forced rather than chose to do so, 
they filled in gaps in the economy by exploiting marginal opportunities like rag-picking or bone- 
picking. (Gmelch, 1986:307, 312-313)
Foreign-born settlers new to the area were attracted to the Five Points and the Sixth Ward 
area because of the work opportunities available in the local clothing factories, iron foundries, and 
machine shops. In addition, kinship and ethnic associations attracted immigrants to the area. 
(Pernicone, 1973:36) In 1855 the foreign born population of the Sixth Ward represented a 
percentage of foreign-born that was higher than in any other ward in the city. (Pernicone, 1973:35)
21 In 1855 42% of the population at Five Points were Irish immigrants (Ernst, 1965:39)
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By 1868 the area had become more ethnically diverse, but the Irish were still in the majority. (Ernst,
1965:45) According to one contemporary author:
Every state in the Union, and every nation almost in the world, have representatives in this 
foul and dangerous locality. Its tenant and cellar population exceed half a million. One 
block contains 382 families. Persons composing these families were, 812 Irish, 218 German, 
186 Italian, 189 Poles, 12 French, 9 English, 7 Portuguese, 2 Welsh, 39 Negroes, 10 
Americans.22 Of the religious faiths 118 represented the Protestant, 287 were Jews, 160 
Catholics: but of 614 children only 1 of 66 attended any school. (Smith, 1868:205-206).
The population in the Sixth Ward was changed slightly in 1880 when there was considerable German
immigration to the Five Points area. (Jacobson, 1991)
Prostitution had always existed in the city. Starting in the 1840's the sex trade in New York
City was centered in the area between City Hall Park, the commercial center of the city, and the
Five Points. (Stansell, 1986:174) Business was not restricted to the streets and in some working-class
neighborhoods prostitution went on in the tenements. As an alternative source of income
prostitution must be considered in conjunction with women's difficulties in supporting themselves
and their resulting dependency on men. As an alternative lifestyle or social choice prostitution still
should be considered within the framework of that dependency. (Stansell, 1986:179) Women
employed in New York City were largely restricted to traditional occupations; however, by the
middle of the century, according to the 1850 census, women accounted for approximately twenty-four
percent of the City's labor force. This does not include the large number of women who earned
unreported income by taking in boarders, doing sewing or offering other unreported services.
(Pernicone, 1973:149)
The number of gainfully employed women in New York City increased annually. By 1860 
laboring women, generally poor women, created a genuine female working class with a definite 
impact on New York’s economy and culture. (Stansell, 1986:217) Stansell maintains that "working- 
class women helped to modify the masculinist culture of the city into one in which, by the Civil War, 
they played an acknowledged if peripheral role." (Stansell, 1986:218) Despite the increasing presence
22 i.e. native born whites
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of women in the formal economic sector, their daily life experiences were still different from those 
of men. (Stott, 1990:245; Stansell, 1986:95-96) The disproportionately low wages paid to women 
rarely allowed them to live independently except in poverty. This lack of disposable income 
prevented women, financially, from participating in many of the social activities that working-class 
men did. Socially, the sanctions against admitting women to saloons and many theaters, as well as 
restrictions against their voting, further limited women's ability to fully integrate themselves into the 
community. (Stott, 1990:245)
Working-class women were affected by the same economic hardships as men. For example, 
both men and women experienced seasonal or irregular employment, competition for jobs due to the 
surplus of workers, and poor wages, but many of these difficulties were magnified for women. 
Incompetence, or lack of training prevented them from seeking better employment opportunities. 
Middlemen who served as employment agents lowered prices on the goods women produced and 
reduced their wages to the starvation point. Contract work done in prisons or reformatories as well 
as underbidding by women who lived in the country brought about the same results. (Campbell, 
1887:vii) Work in the area was not limited to adults. Children were employed in various jobs 
including tobacco work, cigar making, pasting boxes or envelopes together, sewing, making flowers, 
or they worked in factories. (Campbell, 1896:108) Nor were children spared from the harsh 
environmental conditions of employment in the factories or crowded tenements. (Campbell,
1896:108)
The Five Points was not only inhabited by newly arrived immigrants or the poor who were 
largely employed as laborers or blue-collar workers. As middle-class housing was turned into or 
replaced by tenements, the clerical workers and artisans of the city, with a somewhat higher, white- 
collar economic status, found themselves unable to afford the move to the newly developed suburbs 
and they were forced to settle in the tenement districts. (Ernst, 1965:49; Pernicone, 1973:114)) As 
Campbell noted,
It is not always criminals and drunkards who house here. Often respectable men and women 
out of work drift into the neighborhood, falling always a little lower and lower, till the worst
38
is reached in one of these houses given over to uncleanness. (Campbell, 1896:108)
The Five Points and the Sixth Ward was also the home to foundry owners, shoe and clothing
manufacturers, large coal dealers and entrepreneurs who operated businesses in the area.
(Pernicone, 1973:114) However, the area was largely inhabited by members of the working class. The
area inhabitants did include suspected and known "criminal hoodlums" as well as street gangs like
the "Kerryonians" and the "Dead Rabbits". (Ernst, 1965:57) Especially at mid-century and later the
number of religious and missionary workers, generally members of the middle and upper classes,
who moved into the area also increased. The living conditions for all these people were not all
exactly the same. They varied in terms of quality, cleanliness and safety. (Pernicone, 1973:62-63) As
late as 1872 a contemporary writer felt compelled to reassure his readers that the residents of the
Five Points were not all paupers or victims of extreme poverty:
The reader will no doubt suppose that the inmates of these houses are compelled to remain 
in them because of extreme poverty. This is not the case. The tenement houses are 
occupied mainly by the honest laboring population of New York, who receive fair wages for 
their work. T h e x ^ l h e re
t 0 > o r  b e y ° n d  t h e k ^ e M ^ ^ ^ b ^ c a u s e r J h ^ a r e ^ c o n v e m e t t t H o ^ f a e i f e w o E k — X h e & j f f i g j a & t  
resort to this mode of life in order to live with any degree vof comfort. (McCabe, 1872:686)
In an area that was so largely settled by immigrants one might expect that many residents 
were young, transient, or unsettled in their personal lives. Investigation reveals that at the middle of 
the nineteenth century the Five Points did not have a high percentage of young unattached 
individuals dwelling there. (Pernicone, 1973:203) In fact, the population of Five Points was divided 
into age groups that were quite comparable to the rest of the ward and to the city itself, and a 
higher percentage of the residents of the Five Points were married than in the rest of the city. 
(Pernicone, 1973:204) These were important aspects of life in the Five Points area. They reinforce 
the character of the area as a socially settled district of the working poor that was in many ways 
insulated from the middle and upper classes owing to the residential segregation that marked the 
nineteenth-century city.
With the influx of a large number of immigrants and laboring classes that were unfamiliar to
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the middle and upper classes, tensions increased. Members of the middle and upper classes were 
not sure what to think of these strangers who were foreign in birth, lifestyle, religion and 
appearance, and who competed with them for space and resources. A variety of opinions were 
expressed and public opinion concluded that as a whole the lower classes were not wholesome and 
as such they needed to be eradicated or reformed. (Ford, 1936:111 quoted from The New York 
Evening Post January 30,1846) These opinions fostered the development of a middle- and upper- 
class perspective on the tenements that was in many ways rooted in moralism, misunderstanding and 
prejudice. One way to see through this representation of the tenements and their residents is to 
conduct an analysis of their environment, using techniques of historical urban archaeology and 
material culture analysis. In this context archaeology can confirm or challenge some of the 
impressions nineteenth-century and contemporary people have about the Five Points and tenements 
in general.
CHAPTER IV: MATERIAL CULTURE ANALYSIS
Archaeology can be conducted on many different levels. The questions with which it deals 
span a variety of cultural, spatial, and temporal topics. Depending on the area and issues under 
investigation archaeologists' units of analysis will vary. In some situations it may be appropriate to 
focus on the details related to a specific individual, while in others an analysis of a whole site or 
community is more effective.
The level of an investigation and appropriate units of analysis in an archaeological project 
are not always immediately apparent. I struggled with these issues myself in organizing, researching 
and writing this paper. Archaeological and other investigations conducted within the context of the 
city are particularly complicated. It may seem that factors like the large number of people, changes 
in land use, population turnover, and remarkable diversity in a city would make urban research 
projects almost impossible to conduct with any coherence or accuracy about people's activities and 
conditions. Archaeologists like Bert Salwen, Nan Rothschild and Pamela Cressey have found that 
this has not proven to be true. Theirs and others' projects in urban archaeology have led to the 
realization that it is ineffective to study the city as if it were simply a big collection of smaller sites, 
each of which could be analyzed independently. They have found that to derive an informed 
interpretation of their data it is important that the urban area be viewed as a complete system, with 
many interrelating parts that combine to create the whole, rather them independent discrete sites. 
(Cressey et al., 1982:143) As such, the most effective urban research strategies involve the 
compilation of broad-scale data. (Salwen, 1982) By suggesting that a densely populated and complex 
aggregate of domestic, civic, commercial and industrial sites be viewed as a single entity, Salwen and 
others are not denying the existence or importance of diverse and eclectic populations and activities 
in the city. Rather, they merely intend to propose that all of these different groups were 
instrumental to the development and operation of life in the city and that despite differences in 
background, class or interests these groups did not develop in isolation or independent from one
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another.
Attempting to analyze artifacts drawn from an urban context in relation to specific people or 
households in the city is extremely difficult. Cressey et al. found that "the density and mobility of 
urban populations make it difficult to assign ownership of artifact assemblages to particular 
individuals or households.” (Cressey et al, 1982:143). While this is also a concern in rural 
archaeology, the population density in urban contexts compounds the problem exponentially. I do not 
think this means that archaeology is useless as a tool for conducting urban research. Rather, I think 
it means that the nature of the questions addressed should be appropriate to the nature of the 
material available. Because associations between archaeological materials and specific individuals are 
difficult to establish, researchers should shift their focus from the level of the individual or specific 
household to an analysis of some larger group. All this means is that urban archaeological research 
should take a broader perspective and consider, for example, as Rothschild and DiZerega suggest, 
"the use of space as reflected in land use, land management, public architecture, site formation 
processes, artifact patterns, (which can reflect ethnic and social heterogeneity), and economic 
specialization.” (Rothschild and DiZerega, 1982:14) These areas of research can then be explored 
even further. For example, after having recognized evidence social heterogeneity in an area, this 
heterogeneity can be examined in relation to known cultural or ethnic variation and socio-economic 
variations in the same area. These characteristics, as well as the others listed above do have 
archaeological manifestations. (Rothschild and DiZerega, 1982:11)
The high population densities as well as the heavy land use, abuse and reuse result in very 
complicated stratigraphy on urban sites. These same factors also generally result in a high density of 
features and artifacts. (Rothschild and DiZerega, 1982:7) In the Five Points excavation, the fourteen 
excavated lots did generate many artifacts; however, this body of artifacts differed from assemblages 
recovered elsewhere in the city.1 Artifacts drawn from archaeological contexts need to be considered
1
See Figure I on p. 123; Striped area = Five Points, Shaded stripes -  Area of archaeological excavation. 
A discussion of how the Five Points assemblage differs from other archaeological assemblages appears 
later in this text.
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considered on several levels. On the immediate material level the archaeologists need to consider 
what the artifacts are made of, how they were manufactured, what they were used for, where they 
came from, and who may have used them. On a second level of analysis, the researchers need to 
interpret the symbolism and behaviors that these artifacts might represent.
Initially I believed that through my investigation of the material culture associated with the 
Five Points and other tenement districts in New York City during the nineteenth century that I 
would be able to depict more accurately conditions of life in these districts than traditional 
documentary historical research has been able to do. I was not able to compile the grand, rich 
database of archaeological and material culture evidence that I expected from these areas. While 
archaeologists like Rothschild and DiZerega maintain that urban archaeological sites contain a high 
density of artifacts because of the population density and range of activities occurring there, 
archaeologists who excavated the Five Points reported a relatively low artifact concentration in 
comparison to other urban sites. (Rothschild and DiZerega, 1982:7; Bianchi, 1992; Milner, 1992) 
Architectural rubble and foundations remain, and archaeologists did recover thousands of artifacts 
but not the same concentration of artifacts that they had expected. (Bianchi, 1992; Milner, 1992:35)
I was able to account for the apparent lack of artifacts only after having considered the 
nature of the populations that lived in the area and the kinds of activities they might engage in, 
including recycling and reselling materials that otherwise would have been thrown out and become 
part of the archaeological record. Furthermore, the services available for trash removal would also 
affect the record by either encouraging local trash pits or deposits or by hauling any trash away from 
the area and in doing so further reduce the amount of material that remained to become part of the 
archaeological record. The reality of the economic situations of many tenement residents dictated 
the number and kinds of materials that they could possess in the first place which further affects 
what materials were potentially available for inclusion in the archaeological record.
To help me visualize exactly what kinds and quantities of materials might have been present 
in the tenement districts in the nineteenth century descriptions of the tenements were useful. In
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combination with the archaeological data they helped to recreate the physical living environment as 
well as demonstrate some of the contemporaneous views of the tenements and their residents. Many 
descriptions of the tenements focus on the condition of the buildings themselves. The built 
environment certainly has an impact on living conditions and can serve as a useful reflection of social 
relations. The tenements in the Five Points are characterized as crowded together, poorly 
constructed and poorly ventilated. Archaeological excavations in parts of the Five Points revealed 
that some lots were heavily built up while others were not as crowded.2 As Bianchi points out, "a 
very high percentage of the total square footage of some lots was covered by buildings leaving very 
small open area [sic] for courtyards and rear yards or alleyways." (Bianchi, 1992:2) It is difficult to 
determine the overall quality of the building materials from the architectural archaeological remains. 
Nonetheless, the foundations and other features that were identifiable substantiate contemporaneous 
observations about the structure of nineteenth-century tenements.
The structure of the tenements did not allow for much privacy either from other residents of 
the same building and the area or from middle- and upper-class visitors to the area (for example, 
police officers, missionary workers, journalists or the curious). The narrative descriptions of the 
tenements indicate that many of these middle- and upper-class visitors to the area did not hesitate to 
drop in on tenement residents unannounced and uninvited. (Campbell, 1896:404, 273; McCabe, 
1872:561, 559, 409; Barnard, 1893:6-7)) The poor living conditions, including high rents, shoddy 
construction, poor ventilation and overcrowding demonstrate some of the upper and middle classes' 
economic control and exploitation of the lower class, in that they owned the properties and were 
ultimately responsible for their upkeep. Some, however, would argue that these conditions were the 
fault of the residents who abused and neglected the properties. Such an interpretation could be 
drawn by those who observed evidence that many tenement residents had no personal investment in 
the properties and felt no responsibility towards them. I imagine that this would be especially true
"Perhaps the most telling aspect of the architectural materials was the density of building on certain, but 
not all, lots." (Bianchi, 1992:2)
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of individuals who, after years of struggling to maintain the integrity of their homes, found that the 
tenement system had failed them; they worked hard and paid high rents but still had inadequate 
housing. (Themstrom, 1973:207)
The majority of the artifacts and features attributable to the nineteenth century, when the 
area was part of the Five Points slum, appear to be from the domestic and residential use of the 
lots; however, some are reflective of the commercial enterprises in this area. (Bianchi, 1992; Milner, 
1992) They include ceramics, faunal remains, and architectural remains. As part of the 
archaeological investigation of the Five Points area portions of fourteen city lots were examined. 
(Milner, 1992:35) Approximately fifty features were revealed in association with these lots, twenty of 
which were sampled or completely excavated. Most of these lots contained the remains of features 
constructed for the on-site disposal of sewage and waste water. (Milner, 1992:35) A summary of the 
material culture items associated with the nineteenth century occupation of the tenements that I 
compiled from archaeological and documentary evidence and from which I have drawn my 
interpretations appears in Appendix A.
In general, artifact assemblage in combination with the documentary record confirms the 
textual assertions concerning the residents of the area. Many were working or lower-class residents, 
although the "extremely poor" may not have been listed in any documents. Consistent with 
contemporaneous reports of the Five Points and other tenement districts, there does appear to have 
been a middle- and upper-middle- class craftsmen and commercial component in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries prior to the development of the area as a working-class neighborhood. 
(Bianchi, 1992) This is best represented by the remains of a late eighteenth-century bakery found in 
the area. (Milner, 1992:36)3
The immigrant population in the area has been well documented. The recovery of artifacts 
that can be associated with certain ethnic groups (for example, German and Irish styled tobacco 
pipes) suggest that many immigrants preferred to perpetuate styles and traditions with which they
3 Area of the excavation on the Courthouse block, Lot 8, 476 Pearl Street New York, NY. (Milner, 1992:36)
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were familiar. Many ethnic traditions seemed to have flourished in the tenement districts. (Bianchi, 
1992) The appearance of products and goods geared towards a particular ethnic consumer group 
(for example, inscribed kaolin pipes marketed to the Irish), suggest that merchants and 
manufacturers were not interested in "Americanizing" immigrants by supplying them with exclusively 
American styled goods.4 Rather it appears to me that they were more concerned with 
"Americanizing" immigrants by integrating them into the capitalist system. Many businesses gleaned 
profits from certain markets by exploiting ethnic traditions, while at the same time they perpetuated 
American economic conventions. Despite the earnest work of Protestant and other Christian 
missionaries, especially in the second half of the century, evidence that many immigrants maintained 
their own religious practices is demonstrated by some of the recovered archaeological materials (for 
example, kosher food tags and seals), and by descriptions of Italian residents with statues of Catholic 
saints displayed in their homes. (Bianchi, 1992; Campbell, 1896:404)
Many nineteenth-century authors, in describing the food available to residents of the 
tenements, focus on the scarcity and poor quality of the food. (McCabe, 1882:588; Campbell, 
1896:270, 146; Foster, 1850:128-129) When the residents are described as eating something besides 
stale crusts, the accounts generally included inexpensive vegetables like potatoes or cabbage. 
(McCabe, 1882:588; Campbell, 1896:270, 146; Foster, 1850:128-129) Sites associated with both lower 
and upper classes contained faunal remains; however, the composition of the assemblages varied.
On a middle to upper middle-class site, cow, sheep/goat, pig and chicken were the most 
economically significant and a cultural preference for young mammals was demonstrated. (Winter et 
al., 1984:12) Furthermore, prime rib and forequarter portions were the most common meat cuts 
observed. (Winter et al., 1984:12) The assemblage for the tenement area excavation was not as 
diverse nor did it contain the same percentage of more expensive cuts. (Winter et al., 1984:12) 
Nineteenth-century faunal remains can not be directly dated, rather they are dated by their
4 Whereas these goods may have been advertised in newspapers or listed in market inventories, confirming 
their existence, their recovery archaeologically supports the theory that they were indeed being purchased by the 
immigrant groups to whom they were marketed.
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associations with other, datable materials like ceramics.5 The foods associated with the tenements 
include bread, tomatoes, potatoes, milk, clams, oil, cabbage, eggs, fish, squash, molasses, ham, 
sausage, pickles, and even offal.6 Bread, potatoes and milk are by far the most frequently 
mentioned. The frequent mention of stew pots and large pots in nineteenth-century narratives (like 
Campbell's, Smith's and McCabe's), their depiction in engraved representations of the tenements 
and the recovery of large crockery fragments suggests that tenement residents prepared many stew­
like or one-pot meals. (Campbell, 1896:95; McCabe, 1872:693, Barnard, 1893:6-7; Pemicone,
1973:106; Bianchi, 1992) This tendency is consistent with what Joanne Bowen has concluded was the
• • 7pattern of preparation and consumption among slaves and lower-class residents in the South. This 
was generally a less expensive way to prepare meals, required fewer vessels, was appropriate for 
lesser quality cuts of meat, was an efficient way of "stretching" meat if full individual portions were 
not available, and may have been more efficient for people, generally women, who were responsible 
for preparing the meals as well as performing many other tasks that would make preparing a meal in 
a pot that had to be constantly tended impractical.
References to the consumption of meat in the tenements, including bits recovered from 
disposed offal, are very rare. One journalist, Jacob Riis, maintained that meat bones were also very 
rare. (Riis, 1962:23) We know from market inventories that meat and meat products were available. 
(Foster, 1850:128-129; Campbell, 1896:146) The apparent lack of meat in the tenement residents’ 
diets, suggested by its absence from descriptions of the area and some archaeological contexts, may 
reflect the inability of tenement residents to afford meat, their cultural or personal preferences, 
possible bone-picking that would have removed bones from the archaeological record, or a skewed
5 Prehistoric faunal materials can be dated directly by analyzing the percentage of radioactive carbon 14 that 
has decayed into carbon 12. This percentage is so small in nineteenth-century materials that it is difficult to 
detect and subject to error.
6 See Appendix A
n
Personal communication, Joanne Bowen, 1992, Zooarchaeologist in the Department of Archaeological 
Research and Documentation, The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. Refer to Appendix A for references to 
large pots.
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middle-class perception of reality based on their expectation for the poor. In addition, changes in 
faunal and other remains reflect changes in availability, marketing practices, and processing 
techniques. (Salwen, 1990:Vl-8)
In the case of the Five Points, excavations in the area recovered a large quantity of food 
remains dating to the nineteenth century, including mammal (predominantly cow, pig, and sheep), 
fish and fowl. (Bianchi, 1992) Very well preserved and large assemblages of bone were collected. 
Especially interesting was the recovery of some cranial elements of large mammals. (Bianchi, 1992) 
Were heads undesirable portions for meat purchasers and worthless to bone-sellers? Do they 
represent cultural or ethnic preferences for brains? It is difficult to know. If the area residents were 
not eating much meat, what was the source of all the faunal remains? It is probable that some 
portion of these materials were brought into the area as a result of the bone-picking activities of the 
poor who collected bones from all over the city for resale. Bones were sold to' manufacturers for the 
production of buttons, cutlery handles, brush handles and other implements. Bones that were not 
suitable for these purposes were sorted out and sold for use in fertilizer. (Joanne Bowen, personal 
communication August 18, 1992). Since bones did have a resale value, the recovery of so many at 
Five Points was unexpected and challenges assumptions about meat consumption and the prevalence
n
of bone-picking.
The condition and nature of the deposits from which many faunal materials were excavated 
in the Five Points suggests that they were used and disposed of in the same area. Bones appeared in 
discrete trash pits and privy fill, areas of deposition generally limited to use by locals. (Bianchi, 1992) 
In other words, these bones do not seem to have been imported to the area by bone-pickers. This 
evidence contradicts what nineteenth-century authors imply about the consumption of meat and use 
of meat products (i.e. stew bones) among the poor in the tenements. In the course of my review of 
literature related to tenement life and the Five Points I only uncovered a few references to the 
presence of meat in these districts. One refers to residents recovering offal left from butchering
o
For example, in 1866 a single bushel of bones could sell for forty cents. (Baugher-Perlin, 1982:46)
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activities and suggests that the poor were on occasion forced to pick from the trash for their meals. 
((McCabe, 1882:588) A second source itemizes the goods available to tenement residents from a 
local grocery store. While this description goes into great detail about the various spices that were 
available, it makes only a passing reference to "meat of the cheapest" sort that the market carried. 
(Campbell, 1896:146) One market inventory did include references to more expensive meats like 
hams, tongues and sausages (notably these are largely boneless meats). (Foster, 1850:128-129)
The fact that these and similar narratives tend only to mention food in the category of stale 
crusts and wilted vegetables initially led me to believe that tenement residents had severely limited 
diets. However, the archaeological data refutes this assumption. The large quantity of recovered 
faunal materials, which does not even reflect the consumption of "boneless" cuts of meat, (i.e., salted 
pork or sausage), in combination with the fact that bones themselves had a resale value that lessened 
the chance of their being recovered archaeologically implies that tenement residents did have more 
meat available to them than authors represented and that bone-picking activities may have been 
overestimated.9
In describing tenement life, many sources refer to the practice of home industry or piece­
work. Photographs and illustrations demonstrate that for some tenement residents this was a 
realistic means of earning a living. [Figure III, pl25] In addition, tenement areas were often located 
near some industry or workplace that employed residents of the area. After a preliminary analysis, 
few artifacts recovered from the Five Points could be directly associated with home industry.
(Bianchi, 1992). Many features that were excavated on the block under investigation at the Five 
Points are attributable to a time period when the area was characterized by multi-family housing and 
tenements. (Milner, 1992:35) In addition to building foundations, these features include courtyards, 
privies, cisterns, basement floors and stairs leading into basements. (Milner, 1992:35-41)
The nature of the artifacts recovered from some of these features is revealing. A variety of
9 The proximity of butchers and their disposal of undesirable portions could certainly account for the 
presence of some of the bones in this area, but the archaeologists involved in this excavation classified them as 
"food remains", leaving me to believe that they were not butchering wastes.
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patent medicine bottles and artifacts related to health and hygiene, including syringes and 
toothbrushes, were recovered archaeologically from the backyard features in the Five Points and a 
nearby neighborhood.10 (Bianchi, 1992; Salwen, 1990;Vl-5) These materials can provide 
information about the health practices of the area residents and, in addition, they can act as a socio­
economic indicator. Patent medicine bottles were recovered from the Five Points block, as well as 
from a nearby boardinghouse yard on Sullivan Street, but they are not present in the collection of 
materials recovered from the site of an upper middle-class physician's home which was excavated not 
too far from the tenement district. (Salwen, 1990:Vl-5) Salwen argues that wealthier New Yorkers 
would have tended to rely on private physicians for medicine rather than turn to patent preparations. 
(Salwen, 1990:Vl-5) The presence of syringes (associated with drug use as well as prescribed 
medical treatment) also appears to reflect class differences in that all recovered samples came from 
the Five Points area and the boardinghouse deposits while none came from the deposits in a middle- 
class merchant's yard or an upper middle-class physician's yard. (Salwen, 1990:Vl-5; Bianchi, 1992)
I was struck by the heavy emphasis on drinking that many nineteenth-century authors 
displayed in their descriptions of the Five Points, (i.e. Campbell, 1896:483-484, 479, 109) However, 
while large quantities of bottle glass were recovered, in apparent contradiction to many observers' 
claims,11 extraordinary (i.e., enough to suggest that the ratio of bottles to residents reflected 
massive per capita consumption of alcoholic beverages) amounts of liquor, beer or wine bottles were 
not recovered archaeologically. (Bianchi, 1992) There is, in fact, no reason to expect that large 
numbers of bottle fragments would be recovered archaeologically, despite their ubiquitous presence 
in the documentary sources. This is because bottles were reused as they were not yet considered 
disposable. It was not until the invention and widespread use of bottle making machines in the late
10 Refer to Appendix A
11 Consider, for example Figure IV in which two bottles and one ill or inebriated woman appear.
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17nineteenth century that bottles were regularly thrown out and became a larger part of the 
archaeological assemblage (at which point they could perhaps contribute to a more realistic 
reflection of alcohol consumption). However, to interpret a bottle count as entirely reflective of 
alcohol consumption is overly simplistic since many people drank in bars, in which case the bottles 
would not be recovered in association with their residencies, and some bottles were reused, as they 
are today.13
I found that the frequent mention and recovery of tea, tea cups and saucers in a nineteenth- 
century context were particularly revealing about tenement residents, (i.e. Winter et al., 1984:20). My 
research revealed references to teawares including teapots, cups and saucers as well as to tea itself, 
(i.e. Campbell, 1896:273, 270; Foster, 1850:128-129). Preliminary analysis of the artifacts recovered 
from the Five Points area indicates that a variety of teawares were popular among tenement 
residents.14 It is interesting that individuals who were often portrayed as financially unstable and 
struggling to keep themselves warm, fed and clothed considered the acquisition of a teapot, teacups 
and saucers a reasonable expense. If the consumption of tea was their primary objective then they 
could just as well have heated the tea in a pan and drunk it from some other kind of cup. The fact 
that they did not leads me to draw several conclusions; they drew aesthetic pleasure from the forms, 
colors and designs of the teawares; or, they were concerned with the social and cultural implications 
that were associated with tea drinking.lt is also interesting to note that while they indicated that 
teawares were present, none of the nineteenth-century narratives I consulted commented on this 
economic, social and foodways choice on the part of tenement residents to acquire teawares. This
17 • • _Workable semi-automatic machines were patented in the United States by Philip Arbogast in 1881. The 
first fully automatic bottle making machines were developed by Michael Owens beginning in ca. 1903. (Jones and 
Sullivan, 1989).
Refer to Appendix B for a listing of glass types recovered in the Five Points excavation. This listing has 
not been broken down chronologically, as a result materials from the 17th, 18th and 19th century are included, 
despite the socio-economic variability of residents in the area over time.
14 Personal Communication with Rebecca Yamin, August 24, 1993, Principal Archaeological for the Five 
Points Excavation.
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perhaps reflects their own familiarity with tea and their assumption that it would naturally appear in 
the tenements.
By the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries tea consumption had spread from the 
upper classes to the middle and lower classes in England and America. (Mintz, 1985:114; Carson, 
1990:28-29) For the upper class it was an indication of relative wealth; they could afford the tea, the 
tea service or set, and the leisure time to drink it and learn all the social rules about the "polite" way 
to take a cup of tea. (Carson, 1990:28) For these people it was associated with a moment of leisure 
and had relaxing qualities. For members of the lower-class it had these and other uses. As Barbara 
Carson points out, "Taking tea meant different things to different people- a hospitable gesture, a bid 
for gentility, a cup of warmth in a cold room, a draft to quench a thirst, or a substitute for a hot 
meal." (Carson, 1990:29, drawn from Mintz, 1985:115) Evidence from the Five Points and other 
tenement areas, in the form of archaeologically recovered sherds and references in narratives about 
the areas, suggests that many lower-class residents drank tea with all its material trappings (i.e. cups, 
saucers and teapots).15 (Bianchi, 1992) The tenement residents may have consumed tea, and 
consumed it with the socially appropriate equipage in emulation of the upper-classes.
Compared to a full meal, tea was inexpensive. (Campbell, 1896:270; Carson, 1990:29; Mintz, 
1985:114-115) Combined with sugar, the caffeine and warmth that a cup of tea offered were 
effective means of keeping workers productive. All of the contemporaneous references to tea 
drinking in the tenements which I was able to locate associated it with females at work, not with 
working-class women in any social settings like visiting or celebrating* Consider, for example, 
Campbell's reference to a teapot, teacups and saucers being used by women busy with piecework in 
a tenement room; "a small stove; the inevitable teapot steaming at the back; a table with cups and 
saucers and a loaf of bread." (Campbell, 1896:273)
1 S Rebecca Yamin reported that she was surprised and intrigued by the wide range of ceramics, including
teawares, that were recovered archaeologically from the Five Points excavation. (Rebecca Yamin, personal
communication, August 24,1993) Whether or not these pieces existed in the tenements as parts of matched sets,
or mismatched groupings, or isolated pieces, is impossible to determine from the archaeological record.
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In a more striking reference (on which the author does not comment, he merely lists) a
tenement mother's grocery accounts reveal that tea and sugar are two of the three most expensive
foods items purchased in a given week, superseded in price only by butter. (Campbell, 1896:270) It
is surprising to me that just over thirty-five percent (.68 cents) of the entire weekly food bill ($1.90)
was spent on tea, sugar, and butter, three nutritionally empty foodstuffs. Clearly these items,
including tea, had an important role in the lives of residents with whom they were associated.
Furthermore, the relatively high percentage of the weekly budget, ten percent, spent on clams is
interesting because none of the documentary sources describing tenement scenes nor the
archaeological information to which I had access mentioned clams or clamshells. Either this woman
is an anomaly, other nineteenth century descriptions were biased in their representations, or the
representative nature of the archaeological assemblage needs to be called into question. I suspect
that to an extent all three possibilities should be considered. [Refer to Table III]
In the context of the tenements it seems to me that tea drinking played several social roles.
Members of the lower classes were familiar with the goods associated with finer living and in many
cases aspired to them. This is suggested by Campbell's description of nineteenth-century shop-girls;
From her post behind the counter the shop-girl examines every detail of costume, every air 
and grace of the women she so often despises, even when longing most to be one of them. 
She imitates where she can and her cheap shoe has its French heel, her neck its tin dog- 
collar. She aspires to...anything that will simulate the daily life paraded before her and most 
passionately desired. (Campbell, 1896:257)
Tea drinking provided members of the lower class with the opportunity to acquire some elements of
the material assemblage that was indicative of a better lifestyle, as well as the opportunity to
participate in an activity that had genteel associations; furthermore, some residents may simply have
liked tea. In situations of emulation tea drinking reflected their being drawn in by the outward
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TABLE III
GROCERY ACCOUNT OF A MOTHER WHO "SEWED CORSETS"16
PURCHASE PRICE PERCENTAGE OF BILL
Sugar .23 12%
Tomatoes .07 3.7 %
Potatoes .10 5.3%
Tea .15 7.9%
Butter .30 15.8%
Bread and Rolls .22 11.6%
Coal .12 6.3%
Milk .15 7.9%
Clams .20 10.5%
Oil .15 7.9%
Newspaper .01 .53%
Cabbage .05 2.6%
Flour .15 7.9%
16 Drawn from Campbell, 1896:270
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social implications that material possessions suggested without perhaps fully realizing that for them 
these items may have had dramatically different implications. I detected a pattern that suggests that 
tea drinking could have represented social control exercised over members of the working class in 
that it seems to have been consumed to keep laborers productive in conditions that were often 
counterproductive (i.e., cramped cold tenements). By encouraging workers to consume tea 
throughout the day an employer could improve employees' warmth and alertness when a nutritious 
meal, adequate heating and rest would have probably served their needs much better but cost more. 
In another scenario, the work load imposed by an employer may have been difficult to complete 
without the stimulation that a cup of tea provided. It seems to me that tea could serve as a status 
symbol for a range of classes in the nineteenth century, and as a means of social control for those 
who exploited laborers' energies and attentions with the stimulation that tea offered.
Other materials that reflected the lower-class aspiration to better living included the 
imitation jewelry and cheaply made clothing that shop girls wore in emulation of the well-dressed 
middle-class ladies they saw every day, or the fine clothing and jewelry that a "girl" might acquire as
17a result of her involvement with a middle- or upper-class male "companion". (Campbell,
1896;257; Stansell, 1986:188) The recovery of such items archaeologically may initially be confusing 
to the researcher. In an area stricken with poverty, tea cups, gilt bangles and silk chemises were 
certainly not the norm. The recovery of these kinds of items does not mean that claims about the 
terrible conditions of the area were exaggerated. It does suggest that members of the lower class 
were well aware of what material goods were associated with finer living was and that they made 
efforts to acquire these goods.
If some archaeologists argue that the consistent appearance of finer quality goods in an 
archaeological assemblage indicates the presence of upper classes, then the reverse would be true for
17 Refer to Appendix A
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the lower classes. A distinct absence of finer quality goods in an area should signal occupation 
by lower classes. In this context areas from which lesser quality artifacts were recovered represent 
tangible evidence of social boundaries. (Kelley and Kelley, 1980:139) Likewise, artifact-free space or 
areas in which no artifacts are recovered are equally as indicative of socio-economic status and social 
organization as artifact-dense areas can be. Excavation in areas of the Five Points that produced 
little except architectural materials reveal as much about the residents of these destroyed buildings 
as the flood of artifacts recovered in association with a crumbled mansion.
No absolute scale or empirical analysis of numbers and kinds of artifacts recovered on a site 
can be established to determine where to draw the line between rich and poor in archaeological 
excavations. The mere presence of ten more sherds does not automatically catapult an area into a 
higher social class. Interpretations are based on comparisons. Relative to other sites, I consider the 
entire assemblage of artifacts to determine the nature of the relationships between the sites (for 
example, socio-economic, occupational, or cultural) and my interpretations are based on the quantity, 
quality and the consistency with which certain types of artifacts are recovered (for example, porcelain 
or labels from foods provided by charitable organizations). The challenge for archaeologists is to 
discern patterns in these assemblages without being misled by the appearance of anomalies or being 
so committed to an interpretation that they are unwilling to consider the implications of unexpected 
findings.
Differences between assemblages indicate much more than class differences. They can also 
indicate preservational differences, or differences between urban and rural activities. The Five Points 
area excavation, an urban site, demonstrated the lack of tools associated with landscaping or the 
maintenance of animals, wagons, woodworking or construction, which is consistent with Salwen's 
expectations about urban archaeological assemblages. (Salwen, 1990: Vl-6) This is consistent with
i o  #
As Cressey et al. pomt out; "A context is provided within which to examine artifact patterns in relation 
to status areas and groups described along the core-periphery gradient, thereby eliminating a concern for 
identifying artifacts with particular individuals. We expect that material and discard patterns should differ 
between core and periphery just as residential patterns and ethnic socio-economic groups differ." (Cressey et al., 
1982:146)
56
other excavations of nineteenth century urban areas and suggests that such tasks were performed by 
specialists who provided both their labor and the necessary equipment from another area. (Bianchi, 
1992; Salwen, 1990:Vl-6) The kinds of activities that occurred in the city and in more rural areas 
differed, and as a result, the kinds of artifacts associated with excavations of these areas differed.
For example, in a rural context subsistence activities are reflected in the archaeological assemblage 
(i.e., farming implements or equipment used in domesticating cattle), while in an urban context the 
assemblages tend to consist of different production, occupational and domestic artifacts (i.e., 
machinists' tools, or buttons from a trolley operator's uniform). Furthermore, because of the greater 
access to a wider range of goods in an urban area, due to expanded trade and transportation 
networks, more diverse economies, and a variety of consumers, these assemblages will demonstrate 
more variety than rural ones. (Rothschild and DiZerega, 1982:11)
The sorts of artifacts that appeared in many urban deposits across class boundaries were 
metal objects related to the manufacture, repair and maintenance of clothing, as well as building and 
construction hardware. (Salwen and Yamin, 1990:Vl-6) As I mentioned earlier, comparatively 
speaking, and in situations with comparable conditions of preservation, the lower classes 
demonstrated a certain sparseness of domestic artifacts relative to the upper classes. The upper- 
class sites simply tend to have a greater number and variety of artifacts represented. This difference 
must have been striking to middle-class observers of the tenements, who were used to their own 
material environment and surprised by the dearth of items, like furniture, among the lower classes. 
This accounts for the attention given to depictions of furniture that were included in many middle- 
class descriptions of the tenements.
My analysis of nineteenth century narratives about tenement conditions revealed a certain 
fascination with beds and bed linens on the part of middle-class observers.19 The lack of a bed 
was noted more frequently than the lack of food, heating units or inadequate clothing. Apparently 
these viewers were more distressed by dirty, incomplete sets of bedding than they were with clothing
19 Refer to Appendix A
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in the same condition. My interpretation is that the absence or compromised condition of beds, 
relative to middle-class expectations of what a bed should look like and the role it had in a 
household, communicated the absence of a coherent family structure and the compromised condition 
of moral values in the tenements. For members of the middle class this was very important because 
to them a morally sustaining household had to have certain material effects (for example, beds, 
tables, chairs). In this sense material effects and morality were linked, and somehow a home that 
lacked the "necessary” furniture could not support the family and as such it bred immorality.
(Stansell, 1986) I did not detect any indications that middle-class observers, missionaries, reformers 
or other visitors to the tenement areas could recognize that family structures other than the 
traditional nuclear family were legitimate or that material goods could have very little bearing on the 
moral character of tenement residents.
The presence of fashionable ceramic wares in the middle- and upper-class assemblages 
recovered by Winter et al. and Salwen in their test excavations in New York city had economic as 
well as lifestyle implications. (Salwen, 1990:Vl-7) For example, the excavated features associated 
with the boarding house Salwen excavated did not have as many fashionable whitewares as the 
features from wealthier neighbors' yards yielded, whereas excavations in a wealthy physician's yard 
produced a much higher percentage of expensive porcelain than any features associated with the 
boardinghouse or the middle-class neighbor. (Salwen, 1990:Vl-7) Some of the recovered wares 
included plain and decorated whitewares, Rockingham teawares, salt-glazed stonewares, and 
porcelains. (Salwen, 1990; Winter et al., 1984:20) The wealthier New Yorkers could afford the more 
expensive wares and were in the position to use or display them, whereas the lower classes could not 
afford them and generally did not engage in the same kinds of social activities that required 
them. The assemblage from one middle-class mercantile area included window, bottle and 
drinking vessel glass, utilitarian and finer ceramics (plates, cups, saucers, platters), buttons, marbles,
70 In response to a senator's questions, one witness testified that being too tired and broke he and his family 
rarely engaged in any socializing. (Committee and Education and Labor, 1885)
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dolls , pipes, coins, combs, and keys. (Winter, 1984:20) Those members of the higher status 
groups were more likely to enjoy technological advantages sooner, discard more expensive material 
items more often, and become involved with more elaborate entertainment activities, all of which 
can be traced archaeologically. For example, the presence of an artifact demonstrating improved 
technologies may appear earlier in upper-class assemblages and later in lower-class assemblages due 
to restricted access or costs. Likewise, archaeologists could recover fragments from items generally 
associated with social entertainment, like a punch bowl, in areas where entertaining with these kinds 
of objects occurred more often (i.e. among the upper classes), which would not only affect the 
overall number of these items that existed in an area but would also affect the frequency with which 
they broke and could thus more readily become a part of the archaeological record.
The list of objects that middle-class observers detailed through their descriptions of the 
tenements was generally composed of the items that they considered missing rather than those that 
were present in the tenements. The few items that were consistently mentioned as being present 
were beds (in various states of completeness), chairs, and stoves. When material culture items 
drawn from contemporary descriptions are considered in addition to the evidence recovered in 
archaeological excavations of the Five Points area the resulting assemblage characterizes the 
residents of this tenement area, who happened to be from the lower class. Due to the nature of the 
living conditions and the variability within the population what is really indicated by such an 
assemblage is a lifestyle and material environment that is associated with an economic and social 
class, which itself contains considerable variability.
Analysis of these collections is useful for an increased understanding of the living conditions 
of residents from the area. It is also useful for broad ranging comparisons with other assemblages. 
However, I am not convinced that such an analysis could be useful for constructing "marker 
assemblages", or establishing any material culture patterns uniquely characteristic of tenements.
The presence of dolls and items that are immediately recognizable as playthings is higher in the upper- 
class areas then in the tenement areas.
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Marker assemblages are groups of artifacts believed to be reflective of certain settlement, activity, 
occupational and social patterns. It is a concept that some archaeologists For example, some 
archaeologists believe that slave quarters are characterized by a unique and specific assemblages of 
artifacts; once the constituent elements of this assemblage are established future researchers who 
recover similar collections will know that they are in a slave quarter area. (Kelso, 1984) Kelso, for 
example, highlights the following factors to identify a site: house forms and attributes (like root 
cellars) to identify and characterize slave sites; artifact types and forms to determine status; analysis 
of faunal remains that reflect differences in diet and husbandry practices. (Kelso, 1984) Evidence of 
ethnic affiliations, standards of living reflected in the quality and quantity of goods, and occupational 
debris are all elements taken into consideration when constructing such assemblages. In addition, 
Praetzellis et al. use the concept of a marker assemblage in their investigations of a gold rush era 
Chinese community in Sacramento, although they qualify their use of the concept. (Praetzellis et al., 
1987) They argue that given known ethnic strategies, such as boundary maintenance, that find 
behavioral expression in material form can be studied archaeologically. (Praetzellis, 1987:38) They 
suggest seeking evidence of certain behaviors in the archaeological record that the interpretation of a 
complete assemblage may suggest. They do not propose seeking a specific material assemblage with 
predefined elements that is then used to infer certain conditions or behaviors.
These kinds of "marker assemblages" operate at two levels. The first is the result of an 
ordinal or quantitative analysis. A site is identified and characterized by the overall number of 
certain kinds of artifacts and features that are recovered. The second is a result of a more qualitative
analysis that depends on the presence or absence of certain kinds of artifacts and features in a given
22area.
Stanley South is an advocate of empirical analysis to quantify data which, in turn, he uses to 
identify a site. He suggests that, "Having recognized the pattern for a number of sites...[the
22 I am grateful to Dr. Marley Brown in the Department of Archaeological Research at Colonial 
Williamsburg for clarifying these distinctions for me. (Personal Communication, August, 1993)
archaeologist] makes a prediction as to what pattern the next...site will have." (South, 1977:25) In 
addition, South stresses the "importance of quantitative analysis and pattern recognition for the 
development of theory explaining the dynamics of past cultural systems." (South, 1977:31) In their 
discussion of archaeology as science, Patty Jo Watson, Steven LeBlanc and Charles Redman also 
focus on the importance of empirical analysis to explain and predict phenomena. (Watson,
LeBlanc and Redman, 1984:4) They assert that "Although the humans themselves are long dead and 
their patterned behavior is no longer observable, these can be studied systematically because 
archaeological remains and their spatial interrelationships exist today as empirically observable 
records of them." (Watson, LeBlanc, and Redman, 1984:43)
In a study which, in many ways, is comparable to my investigation of the Five Points, Mary 
Beaudry et al. examined the material culture and documentary evidence for the Boott Mills in 
Lowell, Massachusetts. In her analysis, Beaudry relied on her ability to recognize patterns in the 
archaeological remains that facilitated the identification and characterization of the site. Unlike the 
strictly quantitative approach used by South and by Watson, Redman and LeBlanc, Beaudry reflected 
on the presence or absence of certain kinds of artifacts to formulate her interpretations. For 
example, Beaudry contends that family residences, such as tenement houses, would reveal a different 
pattern than the corporately owned and operated boarding houses millworkers lived in. (Beaudry et 
al., 1987:6) In addition, Beaudry argues that the presence or absence of certain materials, like 
jewelry, toys, or flowerpots can "speak eloquently of the quality of daily life for boardinghouse 
residents". (Beaudry et al., 1987:114) While Beaudry at al. certainly do not base any of their 
interpretations on the potentially anomalous presence of a single artifact, their approach is flawed in 
the assumption that the absence of a certain artifact type in the archaeological record implies an
"The most important tasks of the scientists, then, are to observe and describe regularities that can be 
incorporated into theories useful for the explanation and prediction of the phenomena being investigated." 
(Watson, LeBlanc and Redman, 1984:4)
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absence of this object in the lives of millworkers.24
Charles Orser maintains that this pattern concept has acquired prominence since South 
introduced in the seventies. (Orser, 1989:28) However, he cautions against using the approach 
inappropriately. He argues that the scope and perspective of such an approach is limited and should 
be examined carefully. Other researchers recognized these limitations as well and have chosen not to 
use it, or apply it in a modified way, as Praetzellis et al. have. I was aware of projects that chose to 
use the kind of approach outlined by South, and those that chose not to when I began my research. 
It was only after engaging in an analysis of the data available to me using the approach that the 
reason for the modifications to the approach or the decisions not to use it became more meaningful 
to me.
As I became increasingly familiar with the conditions and material culture items associated 
with the Five Points specifically, and tenement areas in general, I became increasingly convinced that 
drawing items from this kind of artifact collection25 to construct an assemblage that would 
accurately characterize the residents and activities of the area was futile. Presuming I was able to 
compile a representative assemblage of the Five Points (a kind of subset of the entire body of 
recovered artifacts), to then suggest that this assemblage could be used to characterize other areas 
as a "marker assemblage" strikes me as reckless. It neglects the complexity of archaeological 
assemblages and rejects the possibility that two similar assemblages might in fact represent very 
different periods of occupation. My primary reason for rejecting "marker assemblages" as analytical 
tools in archaeology is that I am concerned that certain social, economic, or class values that an 
assemblages carries can be inappropriately transferred to another site that happens to have similar 
artifacts. In addition, I am concerned that settlement or activity designations will be transferred
24 Perhaps, for example, fewer personal items are recovered in a boarding house than in a tenement because 
personal items were carried home to or sent to the families of millworkers who boarded in the corporately 
owned housing while tenement residents used and disposed personal items in the area of the tenements.
Remember that archaeological deposits are not a complete historical record; only a portion of materials 
used in an area remain there for archaeologists to recover.
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inappropriately (for example, simple domestic structures with small shallow root cellars may 
definitively be identified as slave cabins at one site, but to then suggest that other sites with similar 
cellars represent occupation by slaves rather than poor white, free black or others can be 
misleading). I concluded that the concept of a "marker assemblage" was flawed.
This was an uncomfortable realization for me because it called into question the legitimacy 
of my entire intellectual perspective for this project, and as a student of material culture. I had 
initially conceived of this as a project designed to sift through data and detect patterns unique to 
tenement areas, and then construct a neat empirical assemblage that was characteristic of such areas 
and which could be used by future archaeologists to identify their own sites. Ultimately my 
investigation resulted in a critical reevaluation of the validity of "marker assemblages", specifically, 
and the role of archaeological excavation in urban contexts, in general. My experience with the Five 
Points project has demonstrated that "marker assemblages" are overly simplistic for an urban 
context, and can lead to misleading interpretations of the available data. I suspect that they are 
equally inappropriate for other kinds of archaeological sites, for the same reasons, although I would 
have to conduct test investigations to prove it.
This concept appealed to me initially because it struck me as a useful analytical device and 
an efficient means of categorizing sites in order that they may be more easily compared, contrasted 
and understood. Furthermore, I believed that the neat classification of sites by means of their 
immediately recognizable characteristics as determined by established "marker assemblages" would 
make specific sites more open to analysis by researchers from other fields and would make 
archaeology more approachable as a discipline. The issue of approachability and availability of 
archaeological data was a central concern for me throughout this project.
Political and financial problems plagued my efforts to gather archaeological information 
from the Five Points excavations. Individuals involved with the project repeatedly assured me that 
information would be forthcoming and that I would have unrestricted access to their data. However, 
the project was abruptly halted, organizers quit and site directors discreetly informed me that they
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no longer had any involvement with the project. In a sense none of these facts involved me directly 
but in another sense they contribute to my core complaint: in the course of this investigation I found 
that archaeological data are frustratingly inaccessible. Site reports are often unpublished or published 
in a very limited number of copies, projects can stretch out over so many years that it is difficult for 
scholars to incorporate them effectively into their research, and articles in journals or periodicals are 
often couched in jargon, confusing rhetoric or efforts to justify a project which can dominate the text 
to the disadvantage of the material being presented. These factors discouraged my efforts to pull 
together data and complete my research, and they certainly do not encourage researchers from other 
fields to incorporate archaeological data into their interpretations.
My problems related to data acquisition do not challenge my conviction that the analysis of 
material items and their contexts is vital to historical interpretation, nor does it affect my belief that 
items of material culture are endowed with and in turn reflect several levels of meaning. The 
problems I encountered merely complicated my ability to demonstrate the usefulness of my material 
culture perspective. I find that archaeology is useful for drawing conclusions about the past and that 
comparisons of assemblages can inform interpretations of such phenomena as social relations, 
product availability, and consumerism. In an area like the Five Points archaeology confirmed the 
presence of apparently anomalous items (if one were to root their impressions of the tenements in 
popular nineteenth-century narratives) like the tea sets and gilt jewelry, it challenged presumptions 
about the consumer activity and dietary habits of tenement residents, and it called into question 
some of the nineteenth-century characterizations of the material conditions in the tenements. Many 
of the different kinds of items recovered act as important indications of consumer behavior, and 
material and economic choices in an environment in which diverse social, ethnic and economic 
groups were interacting, and as grounds on which historians can challenge contemporary descriptions 
of the area offered by middle-class observers whose view was clouded by their own moral 
judgements of the poor which prevented them from grasping the everyday reality of the tenement 
district for residents. The complexity of archaeological analysis suggested by these possible
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interpretations of data further convinced me that the concept of "marker assemblages" was an 
inappropriate means of organizing data and representing populations.
The archaeological investigation in combination with some narrative and photographic 
sources clarified the world in which lower-class residents of the tenements lived in comparison to the 
world that many contemporary middle-class observers represented or believed they lived in.
However, the mere presence of certain objects is not enough to consider them indicative of a certain 
activities, behaviors or classes. As a researcher I must try to understand how these objects were 
incorporated into a particular cultural system and recognize that the same object may have different 
meanings in different systems. This means that the construction of a material culture "marker 
assemblage" based on artifacts gathered from the Five Points area may have no relation to other 
lower-class areas or even to other tenement areas in nineteenth century New York City. To maintain 
that a "representative" group of artifacts from the Five Points is related to or reflective of any other 
site grossly misrepresents the complexity of the Five Points site. In addition, it could encourage 
researchers to emphasize elements of other sites (i.e., those elements it held in common with the 
Five Points "marker assemblage"), while neglecting other, potentially more important elements.
Class is expressed through material possession and spatial arrangement in nineteenth 
century New York City. Although workers were often constrained in their household activities and 
consumption by low incomes and scarcity of housing options, they still made revealing choices in the 
process of ordering their personal environments. (Cohen, 1980) Immigrants to the tenement 
districts brought their ideals and cultural traditions to America, and they certainly had some 
influence on their perspective of and ordering of their homes. Despite the variations in cultural 
tradition, archaeological and other research projects are revealing that surprisingly little variety in 
material preferences resulted. This consistency in material culture was in part due to the availability 
of goods and the means to acquire them. Furthermore, it was clearly derived from middle-class 
ideals and ideas about material culture goods. (Cohen, 1980) However, to suppose that these items 
were endowed with the same meanings across classes is unwarranted, and further discredits the
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legitimacy of "marker assemblages".
In summary, nineteenth-century New York City was sharply segregated by both class and 
ethnicity. Members of the lower classes were concentrated in tenement districts, like the Five 
Points. Owing to low incomes and social constraints (like the tendency of expensive shops to be 
situated outside of the tenement districts, thereby restricting tenement residents' access to certain 
goods) the poor were limited in their choice of material goods. The extent to which they were 
limited according to contemporary accounts is exaggerated. Relative to other areas in New York 
City the archaeological assemblage recovered from the Five Points excavation is not as diverse; 
however, it is far more complicated then nineteenth-century descriptions of the area would ever have 
allowed the reader to imagine. Some evidence of ethnic differences is evident in the archaeological 
assemblage but in general ethnicity tends to be suppressed within the common poverty of the 
area. Furthermore, the presence of stereotypical middle-class consumer goods (i.e., tea sets, gilt 
jewelry) suggests the assimilation of the poor to material standards of the larger society and implies 
that material conditions were not limited to those in the bleak descriptions of contemporaneous 
authors.
This, of course, presumes that archaeologists are capable of recognizing patterns of ethnic behavior 
archaeologically.
CHAPTER V: NINETEENTH-CENTURY MIDDLE-CLASS 
PERCEPTIONS OF POVERTY AND CLASS
A review of the historical conditions that led to the development of the Five Points and 
other tenement areas in New York City in addition to the consideration of the material culture 
assemblage associated with these areas reflected some tension or misunderstanding between the 
upper and lower classes. Tensions between social classes led to negative characterizations of one 
another. Often these descriptions were based on faulty or biased perceptions. Frequently the 
middle-class descriptions of the lower classes demonstrated the application of middle-class values 
and moral judgements on the poor. Aesthetic qualities were also often seen in light of middle-class 
standards: "...the woman [had] some features that would be called noble if they were worn in 
connection with costlier apparel." and "In one [bunk]...was a child...as plump and ruddy, and fair­
skinned and pretty as though it had been the child of a lady of wealth." (McCabe, 1872:405 and 408). 
Racism or bigotry, a perceived moral, intellectual or cultural superiority or unfamiliarity on the part 
of one class about the other, also factored into judgmental perspectives classes had of one another.
A project designed to understand the nature of the material culture assemblage associated with 
tenement areas would not be complete without a consideration of the social factors that affected the 
availability, use and meaning of objects. I think a review of the social relationship between classes 
would be useful here and could be best accomplished by appraising the history of these classes' 
interaction and various views of poverty most especially as they were demonstrated through reform 
programs.
The history of charitable organizations in the City of New York is a good demonstration of 
what middle-class Americans perceived the needs and flaws of the lower classes to be. The 
development of these opinions, like many other social phenomena, changed over the course of the 
nineteenth century. More specific examples are provided by authors who revealed their biases in
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their descriptions of the lower classes. In the first half of the nineteenth century the generally
accepted middle-class view was that the poor themselves were to blame for their condition.
(Barnard, 1893:23; Stansell, 1986:200; Pemicone, 1973:179; Foster, 1850:192; Child, 1845:285, letter
XXXI dated December 31, 1844) This shifted at mid-century when the middle and upper classes
believed poverty to be a result of their own negligence by not having appropriately advised or
administered to the poor. At times the biases and prejudices of the upper classes resulted in skewed
perspectives of reality in the tenements. For example, at mid-century, Foster refers to the fact that:
...the negroes form a large and rather controlling portion of the population of the Points, as 
they bear brutalization better than the whites (probably from having been so long used to 
it!), and retain more consistency and force of character, amid all their filth and degradation." 
(Foster, 1850:125)
Census data from this era indicate that blacks were only 4-5% of the population in the ward and 
that their numbers had been dropping over the years. (Pemicone, 1973:35)
Foster goes on to assign all illegal trafficking of stolen goods to the Jews and to characterize 
all women of the Five Points area as prostitutes. He substantiates such claims in his impressions of 
reality (based on personal and class perspectives) rather than in any concrete data. (Foster, 
1850:120-128) The whole area is characterized as hell itself and the residents are placed in the 
context of immorality and sin rather than poverty. (Foster, 1850:120) Poverty and immorality are 
one and the same in the minds of many members of the upper classes at the middle of the century. 
This is demonstrated by the Ladies of the Mission's characterization of the Five Points as "this 
fearful spot - this concentration of moral evil." (Ladies of the Mission, 1854:34-35) Later on in the 
century poverty and criminality were not so blatantly linked. Some authors implied that residents of 
the area are not inherently evil, and they only act as if they are due to the conditions of their 
environment.
Even within the ranks of the working class there were tensions, a hierarchy and blatant 
prejudices. Skilled laborers disparaged unskilled ones and members of different ethnic groups held 
stereotypes of each other. Charles L. Miller, a cutter in the clothing industry speaks of others 
involved in his industry in belittling terms; those who sewed were a, "very low class of people; a very
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ignorant class; most of it is done by sewing machines. Formerly the work was done by hand, but 
very little is done that way now; if it was done by hand I believe this class of people could not do it." 
(Committee on Education and Labor, 1885:749-750).
Judgments passed on the poor by members of the upper classes were more often reflective 
of the relationships between the classes rather than any objectively or empirically established scale of 
right, wrong, proper or improper. As the relationship between middle and upper classes and the 
lower class changed in response to social, economic, political or other conditions, their impressions 
of each other changed as did the judgements they passed on one another. The result is that over the 
course of the century, the middle and upper classes' ideas about what poverty was, who the poor 
were, and why they were poor changed as well. In the early nineteenth century, middle-class 
observers tended to blame the poor for their condition, attributing their misery to sin. Later on in 
the century the conditions of the poor in the tenement districts were attributed to their unhealthy 
environment, which led to physical and moral weakness. If reformers were able to ameliorate the 
environment it was believed that the poor would then be able to live morally.
Many standards and ideals considered representative of American society are, in fact, only 
those of the middle class. Ideas about poverty are no exception. These ideas can be revealed by 
members of the middle and upper classes through their characterizations of members of the lower 
class and through the nature of charitable organizations and social reforms that they support.
America went through several periods of particularly ardent urban reform activity in the 
nineteenth century. Bremner argues that "An increase in wealth, with a consequent improvement in 
general living standards , was the condition precedent to an aroused interest in poverty, for only in 
an era of material advance could want seem incongruous..." (Bremner, 1964:3) Between 1830 and 
1860 the United States was in one of these recurrent periods and it experienced a second in the 
1880's (Coll, 1973:19). The eras were characterized by the establishment of missionaries and 
charitable organizations all intent on ameliorating the poor living conditions of the lower class, 
particularly in the tenement districts. (Bremner, 1964:4) The eras were differentiated by the
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methods and policies they adopted to effect reform. These differences reflected changes in 
perceptions of poverty and ideas about the causes that lay behind the miserable conditions in which 
the urban lower classes lived.
Outward appearances would seem to indicate that the American middle-class view of the 
lower class made a complete circle in the nineteenth century. In the earlier part of the century 
members of the lower class were considered as individuals while towards the middle of the century 
they were viewed more in terms of a group, but in the end of the century public opinion shifted and 
they came to be viewed individually again. This cycle is only partially reflective of the changes in 
perceptions of poverty, because the reasons for viewing the lower class as a group or individually 
were different over the course of the century.
In the earlier part of the century members of the lower classes were portrayed as 
individuals. As late as 1842, in City-sponsored health investigations John Griscom reports they were 
portrayed as active human beings who were coping with the conditions of their social and economic 
position, conditions that warranted sympathy or pity from the upper classes; this, however, did not 
alleviate them from the ultimate responsibility of their condition. (Stansell, 1986:200) Another 
contemporary, Lydia Marie Child, admired the readiness of the lower class to share with and serve 
each other. (Child, 1845:285, letter XXXI December 31,1844) Such images reflect the humanitarian 
side of generally moralistic perspectives with which members of the lower classes were viewed. 
Poverty was considered by the middle class as an economic misfortune, which, although brought on 
by personal faults, ultimately fortified the poor by increasing their personal strength and sense of 
community. In addition, it offered the rich an opportunity to demonstrate loving acts of charity and 
encouraged the poor to act with patience and gratitude. (Bremner, 1964:16) To be poor meant to 
be lacking the material resources necessary to maintain physical comfort (i.e. warmth, food, and 
clothing) as the result of personal ills.
The increasing population in New York City and the development of the largely foreign 
tenement classes led to changes in the middle and upper classes' perceptions of poverty and the
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poor. Distinctions between people and their surroundings began to blur and individuals began to be 
considered on the same terms as their material environment. Tenement classes and tenements 
themselves were equally odious. (Stansell, 1986:200) Reform and relief policies clearly reflected this 
shift in perspective towards the middle of the nineteenth century. Efforts to reform communities 
and ameliorate the conditions of whole areas became prevalent, rather than very individualized relief 
programs.1 Certainly many of the programs that were initiated during this period did benefit 
specific individuals, but that was not the motivating principle. The point was to elevate the character 
and conditions of all the people.
A second shift in the middle-class perception of poverty and the poor can also be detected 
by the 1840's. A shift in focus from the individual to the group was accompanied by a rise in a new 
moralism in the middle and upper classes' perception of the poor. Increasingly poverty came to be 
considered a moral evil rather than merely an economic condition. In 1843 the establishment of the 
Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor (AICP), further perpetuated this idea and 
served as a model for other such societies that followed in the 1840's and 1850's. (LuBove, 1980:3) 
The organization's leader, Robert M. Hartly, was convinced that poverty had moral roots and as 
such the poor were more in need of supervision than they were in need of alms or other forms of 
material relief in order to avoid or recover from the effects of intemperance and indolence.
(LuBove, 1980:3) The poor needed supervision to overcome the habits and vices that had led to the 
development of their miserable condition. This is not to suggest that societies did not offer material 
relief because they generally did. However, such assistance was not provided without first having 
screened the candidates, through the use of "friendly visitors" who investigated each appeal for 
assistance, to distinguish between the worthy and unworthy poor and to insure that such aid was 
delivered with a healthy dose of moral exhortation. (LuBove, 1980:3)
1 This change in attitude is reflected, for example in Lydia Marie Child's quotation from the mechanic who 
donated $1000 towards the establishment of a school: "I am a father; and in what way can I so effectually advance 
the interests of my children, as by educating the community in which they are to live?" (Child, 1845: Letter XXII 
dated August 2, 1844, p.202).
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The urban poor were described in increasingly derogatory terms. Writers eventually 
considered whole tenement areas as well as their inhabitants as morally and physically deplorable. 
Some reforms focused on altering the physical environment of the tenement districts, in an effort to 
alleviate the overcrowding, poor sanitation, poverty and associated immorality. In 1846 the New York 
Post remarked:
The attention of the public has been called often, of late, to the propriety of opening and 
widening Anthony Street, and it has been urged in favor there of that it would greatly tend 
to reform that sink of pollution known as the Five Points. Much as we are opposed to the 
revival of that system of improvements that has heretofore wrought so much evil in this city, 
yet if the widening and opening of every street connected with the Five Points would in any 
wise [sic] tend to break up that nest of vipers, and wipe away from the heart of the city that 
plague spot, we would not only lift up both our hands in favor thereof, but would be willing 
that every mem, woman and child should be assessed the damages. We know of no place on 
the earth where there are more wretched beings congregated together that at the Five 
Points, and what renders it still more abhorrent to the feelings of every philanthropist is that 
the number, instead of decreasing, is constantly increasing.2
This period of physical environmental reform intended to ameliorate moral environmental conditions
was exemplified by the example above, and other street widening projects advocated in 1846 and
1847. In addition, it included recommendations in 1848 for the construction of "model dwellings”, and
reports on the success of private enterprise in effecting housing reforms. Concern in the early 1840's
about cramping and disease shifted to the sanitary evils and conflagration dangers in the next
decade.
The extreme of this effort to reform the physical environment of the poor involved removing 
people, especially children, completely from the area and relocating them. Reliance on this flight 
from the city worked for some people, for a while. By the mid-1860's many realized that it was 
unreasonable to depend on relocation as an effective means of large-scale reform, and reformers 
acknowledged a need to change the existing environment. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:243)
In the 1850’s the tenements were publicized in a variety of ways, including police reports, 
scientific investigations, reports by journalists and urban explorers who accompanied police on their 
rounds, and the reports generated by charity and missionary organizations. (Stansell, 1986:201) As a
2 The New York Evening Post. January 30, 1846. (Ford, 1936:111)
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result more people, who otherwise would have no occasion to encounter the poor or their living 
conditions, became well versed in the evils of life in these areas and the people who lived there. 
Much of the empirical data on urban social conditions is the result of projects taken on by charitable 
societies or official agencies. These reports were occasionally consulted by students and teachers, but 
in general the public did not have ready access to them. As a result, the information and impression 
that the average citizen had about poverty and life in the tenements was drawn from either personal 
experience or popular journalistic reports. (Bremner, 1964:67) It seems to me that it was the 
intention of some writers to exploit or intentionally exaggerate the dark side of life in the tenements 
for their own purposes: for example, highlighting crime statistics could have bolstered police requests 
for more support in these areas, narratives could be exploited by writers who wanted to horrify, 
enthrall or otherwise entertain middle and upper class readers, and reports of dirt and disease could 
have reflected health officials' need to impress upon city officials the severity of the threat from 
unsanitary conditions that residents of the area and the city as a whole faced. Some efforts to 
improve life in the areas or generate income to support reform efforts by publicizing the extreme 
poverty and dreadful living conditions may have been counter-productive in that they perpetuated the 
image of the tenement districts, and Five Points in particular, as a hopeless, hapless pit of despair, 
incapable of ever improving.
Tenement districts and their residents became the common enemy of the middle class. This 
opposition was most often expressed in moral terms but the tenements and residents were also 
perceived of as an economic problem. Groups of activists were brought together to reform the 
lower classes and as such rid themselves of the threat posed by the "dangerous classes". Stansell 
reports that the poor were "conceived as a source of both moral and physical contagion - agents, not 
victims, of social distress, active allies of 'sicknessand pauperism'." (Stansell, 1986:200)
While this new generation of activists in the 1850's did perceive poverty to be a physical and 
moral situation, they reoriented themselves away from an emphasis on morality in their reform 
programs and focused on improving material conditions. Public health, mortality rates and housing
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conditions became their principal concerns: "They pursued a pietist science of poverty, based on 
utilitarian premises of standardization and efficiency but also on a consideration of the moral 
properties of the environment." (Stansell, 1986:200) This new generation of activists in the 1850's that 
stressed reforms in the physical conditions of the poor expressed an environmentalist perspective on 
the city.
Various Protestant missionaries were sent into the Five Points area and other tenement
districts in the 1830's and 1840's but no permanent relief or reform program was established until
the 1850's. The Methodist Episcopal Church, which had set up a chapel with a resident minister in
the area in 1848, founded the Five Points House of Industry Mission in 1850.3 The original offices
of the Mission were located at 3 Little Water Street, immediately across the street from the area's
most densely inhabited and notorious tenement, the Old Brewery.
The history of the Five Points House of Industry demonstrates many aspects of the mid-
century and later city mission movement and reflected many of the ideas that members of the
middle-class had about poverty. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971) The non-sectarian Mission identified
intemperance and unemployment as the two greatest causes of slum problems. They believed that
the most efficacious method of addressing these issues was through education:
Education is to be promoted - therefore here is to be a free school-room; virtue and 
temperance are to be advanced, and here we have a lecture room; the salvation of immortal 
souls is an end in view, and there will be a chapel in this edifice; and as temporal blessings 
will be an object, here will be accommodation for the sick and needy. (Ladies of the 
Mission, 1854:72)
Mission workers concentrated on finding employment4 and offering religious aid to residents of the 
Five Points, although their services were available to the needy throughout the city. They chose to 
work in the area of the Five Points because for them it represented frightening examples of the 
depravity affecting American society and could benefit most from their services.
3 The workshop and chapel disassociated in May of 1851. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:39, 225-226)
4 Unemployment in the area was exacerbated by local establishments that refused to let any of their materials 
out, (used for piece work ) in the Five Points. (Ladies of the Mission, 1854)
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The tactic of visiting the homes of the tenement residents provided missionaries and the 
general public alike with a glimpse of the daily lives of the urban lower classes. The charity 
organizations did not maintain that such visitation would eliminate class differences but they did 
hope that it would reduce class friction and misunderstandings. Furthermore, it might prove 
beneficial for both classes involved in that the poor could come to know the rich as their friends 
rather than their oppressors and the rich could profit from their exposure to the examples of 
courage and hopefulness that they believed many poor families demonstrated. While the missionaries 
and charity organizations described their relationships with the poor as friendships they never 
questioned the visitors' superiority. From this paternalistic perspective the poor were not considered 
mean or evil, rather they were perceived of as misguided, as children who did not have the ability to 
recognize their own best interests, and as such were dependent on the richer classes to act as their 
supervisors or guardians. (LuBove, 1980:14) LuBove recognized some missionary practices as 
exercises in social control: "Friendly visiting was an instrument of social control which assumed not 
only the right, but the civic duty of intervention in the lives of the poor by their economic and social 
betters." (LuBove, 1980:14) These practices also demonstrate the missionaries' intentions to reform 
the character of the poor.
This is not to suggest that some organizations and missionaries did not root their programs 
in humanitarian concerns. I imagine that there were some people involved in the charity movement 
who had idealistic goals and more of an investment in the reform of poor individuals for no other 
reason than that they were suffering. However, the majority of institutions seemed intent on reform 
for some larger purpose, like the benefit of society in general, or the reduction of class tensions.
The visiting missionaries were frustrated in their efforts to reach the poor in the tenements. 
The majority of the residents around the Five Points were not Protestant; they were mainly Irish 
Catholic and German, Russian and Polish Jews, who resented the missionaries' proselytizing. 
(Pernicone, 1973:39) Ladies who served as visitors for the Mission were surprised that the poor 
resisted their aid or met them with hostility in the tenement buildings. The visitor viewed the
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residents of the area as objects of character reformation, rather than potential equals, and 
considered residents' deprived condition to be the result of ignorance or deviations from middle-class 
values including temperance, industriousness, family cohesiveness, frugality, foresight and moral 
restraint. (LuBove, 1980:16) Missionaries failed to consider that their Protestant leanings and anti- 
Catholic sentiments might have offended the area residents, or that the people might resent the 
invasion of their privacy by the visitors' unannounced visits and their line of personal questioning. 
(Pernicone, 1973:195; Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:225-226) Disillusioned by their apparent incapacity to 
eradicate poverty in the city, charity workers and missionaries began to focus more of their efforts 
on the children of the poor. (Pernicone, 1973:188) In addition, many reform programs shifted their 
focus towards environmental rather than character reform.
Shortly after missionaries from the Five Points House of Industry began their crusade to 
evangelize the poor in order that residents with their new found morality might improve conditions 
in the area, the mission workers realized that religious lectures and prayer meetings did little to 
improve the situation in the slums at the Five Points. Their daily visits to the poor and discussions 
with the parents of children who attended the Mission school suggested to them that the vices they 
perceived (drunkenness, crime, prostitution) were perhaps not simply intentional demonstrations of 
immorality. Rather, these conditions and behaviors could perhaps be better understood as responses 
to the poverty and desperation of life in the tenements.
The Mission's founder, Louis Pease, who was among the members of the newest activist 
group of the 1850's, soon decided that the Mission's program of prayer and good example was not 
very productive in that it did little to improve their relations with the poor or improve the material 
deficits from which inhabitants suffered. In keeping with the philosophy of this new group of 
activists Pease advocated environmental reform to better the lives and living conditions of the poor 
and insisted that all who sought aid in the form of employment through his shop must live at the 
Mission. In return he promised jobs and "good Protestant families for them to live with...". (Smith- 
Rosenberg, 1971:232) Pease's intention in setting up a workshop with piece work in sewing was not
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only to "provide charity in return for a job done, and thus to lift the morale of the poor and test 
their good intentions, but also to teach the adults of the neighborhood useful trades to prepare them 
for outside jobs." (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:229) Pease felt that the poor needed some physical or 
material security in addition to personal self-confidence before they could benefit from lectures on 
morality. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:229)
The charitable institutions of this era took on a corporate air both in terms of their 
organization and operation as well as their motivation. They attempted to do in charity work what 
was done in commerce and industry. They sought to organize their branch agencies and workers 
and to coordinate all their resources so as to achieve a certain goal as efficiently as possible, having 
expended the least amount of energy possible. (LuBove, 1980:7) The formal incorporation of the 
Mission in 1854 was widely publicized, and it soon became very well known and influential among 
New York City's missions.5 (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:225) The incorporation of the Mission was in 
keeping with the increasingly secularized operation of the Mission. In 1856 the Mission moved into 
a new permanent six-story building. (Pernicone, 1973:39)
This city mission movement was influential in shaping middle-class Americans' social 
thought and ideas about philanthropy in general. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:225) Reform work in this 
context became a mission to save the urban poor. It was motivated by an awareness of the problems 
posed by urban poverty and the horror felt by rural Americans to whom the tenements were 
completely foreign and by the urban upper classes to whom the tenements were a threat physically, 
morally, and economically. (Smith-Rosenberg, 1971:226)
By the late 1850's the pressing need to reform the poor because of the wretchedness of their
5 On March 6, 1854 the Director and Board of Managers for The Five Points of Industry Mission drew up 
their certificate of incorporation which was duly filed according to law. Their objectives were outlined as follows: 
"The particular objects and purposes of this association are: I To assist the destitute to support themselves, by 
providing for them employment, protection and instruction according to their necessities. II To provide partial 
or entire support, with suitable instruction, to children and others incapable of self-support, and not satisfactorily 
provided for by their parents, guardians, or by existing Institutions. Ill To imbue the objects of its care with the 
principles of Christianity, as revealed in the Holy Scriptures, without bias from the distinctive peculiarities of any 
individual sect." (Barnard, 1893:23)
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living conditions in addition to the threat that the middle class felt from their increasing numbers 
had developed into a sense of impending catastrophe. (Stansell, 1986:199) The fears of the upper 
classes were aggravated by demonstrations that laborers organized to protest unemployment. 
Members of the upper classes were genuinely frightened of the potential that this large and at times 
unruly population had. Such sentiment perpetuated the wide-ranging programs of social reform that 
developed in the 1850's. (Stansell, 1986:199) In addition, this sentiment allowed for the seemingly 
contradictory attitude toward poverty that was developed by some in the latter half of the nineteenth 
century. This attitude held that on the one hand poverty was a character building experience, a 
blessing in disguise, while the doctrine of American progress taught that with hard work poverty was 
unnecessary. (Bremner, 1964:16)
This resurgence in urban reform was accompanied by an interesting shift in public opinion. 
While on the one hand members of the lower classes were characterized in increasingly unfavorable 
terms, on the other hand reform activists insisted that their condition and reform were the 
responsibilities of the upper classes who were to blame for the development of the lower classes in 
the first place:
The truth is, that the condition both moral and physical, in which such a city as New York 
permits its poor to exist, is utterly disgraceful - not to the poor, for they deserve only our 
deepest sympathy, but to the community - the powerful, enlightened, wealthy community - 
which permits its unfortunate children, who know nothing but how to work, to become thus 
horribly degraded... Are the public weary of hearing this repeated? But it must be repeated 
and reiterated, until government and wealthy know and feel its truth, and see clearly their 
bounden duty to that portion of their fellow creatures who are not able, in the sharp and 
selfish competition of keener brains, to take care of themselves. (Foster, 1850:192)
I repeat, that society is answerable for crime, because it is negligent of duty. And I would 
respectfully suggest to legislators, what probably will have more power to attract their 
attention than any considerations of human brotherhood, viz.: that a practical adaptation of 
our civil institutions to Christian principles would prove an immense saving of money to the 
state. (Child, 1845:265, letter XXXI, December 31, 1844)
Earlier views of poor people described them as immoral, intemperate and filthy. Now, 
references to their recklessness and ignorance as a result of want and vice were not uncommon. 
Certainly earlier descriptions of the lower classes referred to the ignorance and criminality, but these 
characteristics were always put into terms of the threat that they posed to an individual who may be
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at risk of being mugged, for example. Later descriptions put these characteristics in terms of the 
threat they posed to the rest of society by undermining the morals of mainstream America and 
posing a physical threat to the larger population. (Foster, 1850) Fear of the poor was rooted in the 
concern that immorality, crime and disease would threaten the larger society. In effect, then, the 
missionary efforts while improving conditions of the poor also appealed to the self-interest of the 
upper classes.
This shift in opinion from viewing the poor as victims of their own willful immorality to 
victims of upper classes' negligence proved effective in generating even more reform activity and 
funding, especially as the upper classes were prodded to believe that their persons and lifestyles 
would continue to be jeopardized until the tenement problem was resolved. Middle- and upper-class 
activists' desire to help the members of the lower classes through social reform were replaced by 
their frantic desire to protect themselves, and as a result the programs flourished. This trend in 
urban social renewal continued for the next thirty years.
During the 1880's New York City experienced another resurgence in social activism. The 
formal charity organization that developed the characteristics of a business or corporation in the 
middle of the nineteenth century underwent another change in the later part of the decade. The 
methods and theories that directed this movement were more closely tied to the development of 
social sciences. The optimism of this movement was very high. Friendly visiting practitioners of this 
young science of social therapy promised an elimination of pauperism and the ultimate salvation of 
the entire city. Their methodology included a combination of investigation, cooperation, 
coordination, and "adequate" relief. Like the movements of the mid-nineteenth century this program 
of social reform also focused on the well-being of more than one class. Earlier movements focused 
on the reform of the lower classes for the benefit of the middle and upper classes. The activism of 
the 1880’s emphasized the importance of reform efforts for the general welfare of the whole society. 
(LuBove, 1980:1)
These reforms were to be brought about by character reforms and not material relief
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characterized by sentimental alms giving. Like the earlier movements, practitioners in this 
movement to better the character and ambitions of the poor depended on personal contact between 
the classes to spread the influence of the middle and upper classes. Important to the success of this 
method of social reform was effective and efficient coordination of the community members and the 
community's welfare resources. The organization that directed all the charitable and reform 
activities in any district felt itself better able to insure that some areas were not neglected and that 
"unwise" material relief policies did not undermine the charity workers' efforts to influence the 
character of the poor by weakening them with donations of money or material goods. (LuBove, 
1980:1-2)
The most efficient way in which to implement this program or process of character 
regeneration was to involve "appropriate" representatives of the middle class (i.e., successful, 
educated and cultured representatives) in the lives of the poor so that the poor might be influenced 
by their example. (LuBove, 1980:12) As in the social reform movement of the mid-nineteenth 
century, the motives of many of the activists in this 1880's movement proved to be rather self- 
centered. The New York Charity Organization expressed the opinion of many members of the 
middle class in 1887 when it warned that "...if we do not furnish the poor with elevating influences, 
they will rule us by degrading ones." (LuBove, 1980:5). In this era organized charity was an attempt 
at gradual social regeneration to prevent an urban revolution. It was a crusade to save the city from 
itself and from the misfortune associated with pauperism and class antagonism. (LuBove, 1980:5)
The three-quarters of a century of charity and reform work in the area of the Five Points 
seemed, for some middle-class observers, to have had a positive influence. Edward Crapsey6wrote 
in 1872 that the "...Five Points became almost reputable because sturdy, practical, Christianity got 
hold of the spot and robbed it of distinctive features." (Ford, 1936:158) This theory of inter-class 
cooperation to improve the conditions of the poor persisted through the 1890's. There was an
6 Crapsey was the author of The Nether Side of New York: or the Vice. Crime and Poverty of the Great 
Metropolis published in 1872.
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increasing belief that problems of poverty and pauperism and the social evils with which they were 
associated could not be resolved through alms or any other redistribution of wealth programs. The 
solution lay in the establishment of the "genuine neighborhood" in which residents practiced real 
cooperation. (LuBove, 1980:15) The support network that the neighborhood could offer was 
emphasized, although often the composition of the "neighborhood" was an artificial association of 
individuals, a civic group, rather than a true reflection of any discrete population having a certain 
proximity of living spaces and habits. In this line of thinking, the middle-class reform activists 
neglected to consider that the residents of tenement districts may already have been operating within 
a support network offered through the community in which they really functioned every day (for 
example, kin, ethnic groups, co-workers or others with whom they shared some commonalities).
In its most advanced phases this late nineteenth century trend in social reform tried to 
justify hesitancy in administering material relief by pointing to the irreparable developmental damage 
it would cause to individuals and communities. (LuBove, 1980:2,4,8) The idea developed that relief 
policies perpetuated indolence, pauperism and fraud, and as such activists stressed personal service 
instead of material relief. These activists believed that humans were naturally inclined to laziness 
and to tempt the poor with material relief was an unfair and destructive practice because they would 
continue to accept charity without ever knowing the satisfaction of generating capital and acquiring 
materials necessary for their survival. The notion of depriving the laborer of the incentive to work 
was considered offensive to reformers of this era. These middle-class activists did not want to accept 
responsibility for the degeneration of members of the lower-classes who might be tempted to accept 
material relief.7 (LuBove, 1980:2,4,7-8)
It was argued that this policy was not only fair and efficient, but also in keeping with the 
"biological condition" of human development. This condition was effort, and "...the being which is
For example, Josephine Shaw Cowell wrote that "...human nature is so constituted that no man can receive 
as a gift what he should earn by his own labor without a moral deterioration." (LuBove, 1980:7) While another 
contemporary author maintained that "Work was a universal panacea for problem families." (LuBove, 1980:8)
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• • Rfed without expense of effort becomes a parasite, and loses powers of locomotion and initiation.”
(LuBove, 1980:8). Arguments in defense of this form of social reform increasingly took advantage of
scientific reasoning and used natural, biological and economic "data" to support their claims. One
result of this line of thought was the return of rhetoric focused on the importance of closely
investigating each individual case. (LuBove, 1980:7) As Bremner points out, nineteenth-century
Americans combined several divergent views into a view of poverty that can be described as follows:
Poverty is unnecessary (for Americans), but the varying ability and virtue of men make its 
presence inevitable; this is a desirable state of affairs, since without fear of want the masses 
would not work and there would be no incentive for the able to demonstrate their 
superiority; where it exists poverty is usually a temporary problem and, both in its cause and 
cure, it is always an individual matter. (Bremner, 1964:16-17)
This field of thought in urban reform did not develop in complete isolation from the rest of 
the society in New York City. It was prevalent, but did not represent the priorities of all the urban 
social reformers of the era. The campaigns for improvements in the physical environment of the 
poor that were initiated at mid-century still had a considerable number of advocates. The efforts of 
this group resulted in sincere attempts to secure better housing for the working classes, including 
pressures to clean, support and ventilate existing structures. In a rather interesting and innovative 
move various groups sponsored competitions among the engineers and contractors of the area to 
design better housing for the urban laboring class.9 Journalists', like Jacob Riis', attacks on the New 
York tenements at the end of the nineteenth century, often accompanied by graphic photographs, 
also perpetuated the drive for housing reforms. (Riis, 1962) [Figure V]
At the very end of the nineteenth century the shift in focus that reformers demonstrated 
from the level of the whole to the level of the individual was expanded. The concern with upgrading 
the community as an amorphous whole composed of barely distinct persons changed to a concern 
for the betterment of the unique individual as a means of improving the conditions of the
Q
quoted in LuBove, 1980 from an 1896 source
9 Competitions were sponsored by Plumbers and Sanitary Engineers in 1879, the Improved Housing Council 
in 1896, the Tenement House Committee of the Charity Organization Society in 1899, the Phelps-Stokes Fund 
(a private organization) in 1924 and 1935, and the New York City Housing Authority in 1936. (Ford, 1936:871).
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community. The single person as needy and worthy of special attention emerges out of a developing 
national concern for the welfare of the individual American. (Riis, 1962)
At the turn of the century the organization and operation of charitable institutions emerged 
from its moralistic roots into a program in which the search for facts was motivated by a more 
dynamic and personalized perception of human behavior. (LuBove, 1980:20) Modern social 
casework had been bora. The practice of friendly visiting rapidly declined. It had not been overly 
successful in producing community cohesiveness nor had it significantly reduced class antagonism.
The social workers of the turn of the century and early twentieth century drew their authority from 
their training and expertise rather than from any moral superiority as the earlier charity workers had 
done. These modern social workers continued to advance the ideal of personal contact and 
influence rather than material relief but they did not delude themselves by thinking that the 
relationships they had with the lower classes could be characterized as friendships. (LuBove,
1980:16)
Overall, the effort of reformers was to raise standards of living in the Five Points and other 
tenement districts to levels that they considered decent. Standards of decency in nineteenth century 
New York City were variable. Ideas of adequacy changed regularly and meant different things to 
different people. (Friedman, 1968) For some people a decent living implied that individuals or 
families could provide themselves with enough food, clothing and shelter to subsist. For others 
decent living involved a level of physical comfort that was higher than mere subsistence; it included 
the ability to incorporate at least some leisure, educational or luxury activities into the routine of 
daily life. Not only did standards of decency change over time, they varied across socio­
economic classes. Middle-class observers tended to apply their standards of decency to the lower 
classes, who often did not have the same standards. The conditions of the working class were often 
considered lacking in the context of the material standards of the larger society in which the workers 
lived. However, as I discussed earlier, many representations of lower class material standards may 
not have been objective reflections of existing conditions. This does not, however, change nineteenth-
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century observers' view of the situation.
Responses of members of the working class to their working and living conditions reflect 
some of their standards. In the early years of the nineteenth century strikes among various labor 
groups suggested that they did not think they were earning enough to maintain a decent living.10 
They seemed to feel that it was difficult for them to earn much more than subsistence for their 
families. (Pernicone, 1973:30) They believed this was inadequate; their situations were below then- 
ideal of decent living conditions and worth their effort to challenge.
Legislation concerning what property could be seized in the event of nonpayment of rent 
reflects the ideas of upper classes (who established the legislation), concerning what materials were 
considered necessary to live decently. Both a husband's and a wife's property could be seized if they 
failed to pay the rent, with the exception o f "... such items as necessary food and clothing, cooking 
utensils and tableware, fuel for sixty days, a few pieces of furniture, the family pictures, and a few 
books, including the Bible"11 which were exempt from the levy. (Ernst, 1965:50) Such a policy 
discriminates against tenement residents who valued non-Christian and secular texts. Shortly after 
the enactment of this legislation changing social attitudes were revealed in an amendment to the law 
that extended the exemption to include more household furniture and working tools.
In this example the middle- and upper-class ideals of what constituted a decent living reflect 
a concern for a minimum of material comfort as well as a respect for some personal possessions. A 
certain bias is reflected in the list of items exempted from the levy listed above. The legislators 
protected those goods and materials which would be of value to them in a similar situation. It 
seems to me that they failed to consider that the lower class may have had different priorities, and 
may have preferred to keep certain of their possessions not exempted from the levy, and may have
10 For example the 1809 carpenters strike for an increase in wages.
11 quoted from; New York State, "Senate Documents", III, No. 81 (1841), 4.
12New York State, "Senate Documents", I, No. 43 (1843), l.cf. and New York State, "Assembly Documents", 
7, No. 145 (1842), 5.
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been less reluctant to concede some of the items that were protected (for example a non-Christian 
family may have been helpless in preventing their religious texts or icons from being seized).
A concern for housing reform was prevalent at mid-century. Many people advocated 
improvements in the physical conditions (i.e., stability, sanitary conditions, ventilation, etc.) of the 
tenements in which the poor lived. However, their suggestions for improvement were not only 
structural, they were spatial as well. In his review of nineteenth century literature, Ford discovered 
that reforms to relieve overcrowding insisted that in order to live decently families should have at 
least two rooms. (Ford, 1936:107) Not only were the living conditions of the tenements indecent 
because of the physical discomfort caused by the overcrowding, the dampness, darkness, lack of 
ventilation, dirtiness, and poor upkeep of many parts of the premises, they were considered indecent 
due to the immorality that these conditions supposedly engendered. (Ford, 1936:107-108)
Many aspects of these standards of decency are subjective and abstract. During the mid­
century some members of the professional or middle class attempted to objectify these standards by 
calculating the income required to maintain a decent living. In 1851 Horace Greeley had suggested 
in the New York Tribune that a workingman's weekly expenses should total $10.37, and an annual 
budget should total approximately five hundred and forty dollars. (Pernicone, 1973:91) In 
commenting on a proposed annual budget figure of six hundred dollars in 1853, the mayor of New 
York City remarked that even the best income paid to workingmen in the City would require "very 
tight squeezing" to cover necessary expenses. (Pernicone, 1973:91) This comment was a reflection of 
the fact that very few workers earned the weekly wage of $11.54 needed to average $600 a year; in 
fact, many factory workers and common laborers earned less than five dollars a week, while many
women earned as little as $1.50 to $2.00 a week. (Pernicone, 1973:91)
The expenses on which the proposed budget was based reflected middle-class priorities, and 
may or may not have been especially significant to the lower-classes. In 1853, the New York Times 
compiled the information to construct a yearly budget on which a workingman's family of four could
live decently. [Refer to Table IV For a list of suggested expenses]
85
TABLE IV 
New York Times. November 8,185313
ITEM EXP]
Rent $100
Groceries 273
Clothing, Bedding, etc. 132
Furnishings 20
Fuel 18
Lights 10
Taxes 5
Physicians and
Druggists Bills 10
Travelling 12
Newspapers, postage,
and library fee 10
Church, etc. 10
$600
Decency was heavily associated with cleanliness.14 Developments that were considered 
improvements by the middle class included the apparent appearance of "an orderly class, who know 
the virtues of water, and are not disdainful of a well-swept floor, and in their little way, of a well- 
appointed household, a few ornaments some of them had; and start them on the right road and a 
love of nature will creep in - in two apartments we behold flowers." (Ladies of the Mission, 1854:74- 
75) In addition, the availability of the prayers and evangelizing that the missionaries offered in 
combination with a chapel and a Missionary Minister seemed, from the middle-class perspective, to 
considerably increase the decency of existence in the tenements. Reports from missionary workers 
often attempt to demonstrate how much better life is for tenement families after the missionaries 
intervened.
Some families of the children who attended the Five Points Mission day-school were not 
living in what the missionary workers considered decent conditions. In these special cases children
13 Quoted in Pernicone, 1973:91
14 "They [Missionaries] entered their filthy, dark, and dreary hovels, and, under their active beneficence, such 
places became comfortable abodes." (Ladies of the Mission, 1854:xi).
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brought bread home to their families. Other benefits that were available to the family members of 
the day students at the Mission school were the services of a physician and free medicines. 
(Bamard,1893:46) Decency for many mission workers and reformers of the nineteenth century went 
beyond providing the goods necessary for subsistence. It also included some materials which could 
be considered luxury goods. For example, a contemporary reported that at Christmas time, "one 
hundred families, who are known personally to some of the New York Missionaries, as poor but 
thoroughly worthy, are selected to receive all the materials for a good dinner. A basket with a 
turkey, vegetables, coffee, sugar, pie, fruit and bread is made ready for each recipient, and the one 
hundred are invited to call for them on Christmas Eve." (Bamard,1893:45-46).
In addition to providing decency through morality, missions also aspired to bring living 
conditions up to a decent level by contributing money and supplies, like clothing, to families.15 
Later on in the century the middle class' perspective broadened relative to what conditions 
constituted decent living for the lower classes. From some middle-class perspectives the work of the 
missions was important on two levels. They provided the residents of the tenements with two kinds 
of necessities: those that made life a little more pleasant, which was in itself a noble effort, and 
those that made survival possible.16 The belief that beautiful or entertaining or somewhat 
luxurious items should be included as part of a relief program, as part of the assemblage that was 
necessary to bring living conditions up to the level of decency, increased in the second half, and in 
particular in the last quarter of the century.
15 "The work of the Mission [The Five Points Mission], apart from its schools, for the year ending May 1st, 
1871, is thus summed up by the Secretary:'Thefollowing statistics do not include coal nor medication, which are 
very considerable items; 5197 pieces of clothing, pairs of shoes and bed-quilts, have been distributed from the 
wardrobes, and 1293 through the office, making a total of 6490; 122,113 rations of food have been given to the 
needy; 4 infants have been adopted; 66 children have been provided with homes; and 119 adults have been sent 
to places of employment', in addition $3,004 has been donated to charities." (McCabe, 1872:416).
16 "If the Mission did no more than give these little ones a warm shelter during the day, and provide for them 
such pleasures as cakes, doll-babies, excursions, and magic lanterns, it would still be doing a noble work, for 
these children are dwellers of the Five Points, a locality where pleasure is almost unknown. The Mission does 
more, however, it educates the children, it provides them with the clothes they wear, and gives each child a lunch 
at midday. It also gives clothing, bedding and food to the parents of the children where they need it." (McCabe, 
1872:415).
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Reports from laborers as to what they considered necessary to maintain a decent living were 
not as elaborate as what the middle-class reformers and missionaries felt the lower classes needed. 
For example, Thomas McGuire, a truck driver and member of the laboring class, insisted in 1883 
that "If they [employers from mid-west contract farms] will guarantee me food clothing and shelter 
for myself and my family for twenty years, I will give them my services for nothing." (Committee on 
Education and Labor, 1885:775) A similar attitude was expressed by Joseph T. Finnerty, a bronze 
worker, when he claimed that if he could keep his family fed, clothed and sheltered he felt that he 
was doing wonders. (Committee on Education and Labor, 1885:744)
A very good indication of what things the upper classes considered necessary for one to live 
decently is reflected in the line of questioning that members of the Senate Committee on the 
Relations between Labor and Capital adopted in their 1883 hearings. One senator asked a laborer 
to "state now what opportunities you have of supporting your family comfortably and giving your 
children such social privileges and enjoyments as are necessary for their comfort and happiness." 
(Committee on Education and Labor, 1883:744). Clearly the senator felt that in order to live in 
comfort and happiness, a family needed more than the goods necessary to cover their subsistence
17needs. In response, the laborer insisted that "I have nothing beyond the average workingman's 
opportunity to train up their children; that is, to send them to the public schools. We cannot go any 
further than that on our wages." (Committee on Education and Labor, 1883:744).
The standards for decency had risen for both the upper and lower classes since the earlier 
part of the nineteenth century. There had been a shift in priority in terms of what goods and 
services were considered luxuries and which were considered essential. When John Costello, a 
telegraph operator, was forced to choose which goods and services he would forego to save money, 
he chose liquor and more clothing. Mr. Costello had not purchased alcohol since the time of his
17 • *When questioning another witness, a senator attempted to determine if operators' wages were sufficient; 
if they allowed the man to furnish himself with a comfortable house, good lodging, food and clothing, and "the 
other ordinary comforts of civilized life". The witness responded with a qualified yes; "Yes, if he denies himself 
the privileges of nature and remains in single blessedness all his days." (Committee on Education and Labor, 
1885:144).
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marriage and he had worn the same suit for over a year and one half. However, he was not as 
willing to compromise the quality of his immediate living conditions: "...if I would live in the slums of 
the city I could live on a little less, but I do not propose to do that." (Committee on Labor and 
Education, 1885:236)
Factors other than middle-class opinions affected the changes in the standards of decency
set for a society. A certain level of social assimilation occurred when different cultures and classes
were exposed to an ideal and a way of living in the city. There was a general improvement in the
quality of clothes due to the increasing material relief offered to the poor and to the increasing
availability of ready-made clothing. Furthermore, a standard set of ideals was established and
perpetuated through exposure in the schools, in drama, through missionary workers, and in the
press. (Ford, 1936:239) Habits and thoughts were also affected by advances in science, education and
legislation. As technology advanced and the general level of comfort improves, goods deemed
necessary for decent living change appropriately.
As a result of these changes in the standards of decency, as well as the manner in which
these ideals are perpetuated, there was a change in the lower classes' understanding of what was
decent and what was luxurious. Ford notes that "the children of immigrants, educated in American
schools, have been trained through standardized textbooks and classroom instruction to demand
housing conditions and facilities which, to their parents and grandparents, were quite unattainable."
(Ford, 1936:249) The fact that these standards were changing was not evident to the upper classes
alone; members of the laboring classes were also able to detect these changes:
...[with] the advancement of the human race with a wider diffusion of knowledge among the 
lower classes came increased desires. It is but natural for intelligence to demand better 
food, better clothing, better shelter, and more enjoyment mixed with the pains of labor.
The volume of intensity of this demand can, therefore, be measured by the advancement in 
science and invention. (Committee on Education and Labor, 1885:548-549)
These changes in standards of decency accompanied changes in the material culture goods used all 
over New York City. This, in theory had a significant impact on the kinds of items recovered 
archaeologically from the Five Points area. Unfortunately the principal investigators of the Five
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Points excavation were not able to provide me with the formal chronological analysis that would 
confirm this theory. A site director did report, however, that the nature of artifacts recovered 
suggests, in a preliminary analysis, either an increase in material standards of living for lower-class 
residents of the area or the presence of lower middle-class residents on the block.
An analysis of the attitudes and opinions of the upper classes towards the lower classes 
reveals some interesting information, especially when their ideas are compared to those of the lower 
class. Clearly the ideals and standards of these classes did not always correspond to one another. 
Occasionally the middle- and upper-class ideas about the realities of laboring and poor people's lives 
were unfounded or completely wrong. (Pernicone, 1973:iv-v,vii) In the early part of the century it 
was a fairly common middle-class assumption that the poor needed only be taught the value of thrift, 
cleanliness and spiritual strength in order to overcome poverty. (Pernicone, 1973:186) For many of 
the residents of the tenement districts these ideals were impractical. The inequality that existed 
between classes resulted in differential access to and control of resources. (Paynter, 1989:369-370) In 
addition, many tenement residents were restricted by limited knowledge, lack of mobility and job 
insecurity. (Irelan,1967:2-3; Pernicone, 1973:93,96) Most of the money they earned was used to 
cover the costs of subsistence goods and services. (Pernicone, 1973:71) Saving a portion of their
1ftwages for future security was not generally a viable option. The crowded living conditions and 
inadequate sanitation facilities made it extremely difficult to keep clean. The strength of residents' 
adherence to their own faith (Catholicism or Judaism) or their lack of faith in any God (atheists or 
perhaps as a result of their impoverished conditions) made spiritual conversions to the evangelical 
Protestantism that middle-class critics were advocating fairly unlikely. (Pernicone, 1973:39) Many 
impoverished residents of the tenements simply felt no responsibility towards the social system that 
the middle class was advocating because the lower classes had no evidence that it and such values as 
industriousness, frugality or morality worked for them. (Themstrom, 1973:207)
1 ftAs a nineteenth-century brass worker reported at Senate hearings; "The bronze worker generally saves 
no money, and if he can keep his family in food and clothing and pay his rent he feels he is doing wonders." 
Joseph T. Finnerty, August 28, 1883 (Committee on Education, 1885:744)
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Investigation reveals additional inconsistencies between perceptions and experiences of the 
tenement districts. Most descriptions of the tenement districts and the Five Points area in particular, 
many of which were inaccurate, focus on the violence and crime of the area . As Pernicone points 
out:
During the 1850's, for example, it was often repeated that the dehumanized and violent life 
of the Five Points led to a murder a night in a dilapidated tenement house called the "Old 
Brewery". Recent studies have faithfully repeated the tables. Actual murder statistics, 
however, revealed only an average of 29 murders per year in the whole city. (Pernicone, 
1973:vii)
Racial and ethnic stereotypes persisted and perpetuated ideas about individuals and groups that may 
or may not have been true. Stereotypes maintained that Jews were criminals and that blacks were 
violent. (Foster, 1850:120-128) Such impressions were based more on prejudices than on facts.
One particularly strong middle-class sentiment was that the environment and conditions in 
the tenements, especially the Five Points, could not support the family. They only led to the 
inevitable disintegration of family ties and the ultimate breakdown of the family structure. Such an 
attitude reflects several biases on the part of the middle class. (Pernicone, 1973:207) They presumed 
that the nuclear family structure within which they operated was the only or the best family unit. 
They disregarded the fact that other cultures and classes may conceive of the family structure and 
role it was to play in the lives of individuals in an entirely different manner. Furthermore, evidence 
concerning the stability of the family structure in the tenements and the endurance of strong family 
ties directly contradicts these middle-class assumptions. (Pernicone, 1973:207)
Up at least until the middle of the nineteenth century, a particularly dangerous assumption 
about the nature of poverty and the poor persisted. The poor were viewed as victims of their own 
vice rather than victims of a society that did not support them, offer them opportunity, or invest any 
particular resources into ameliorating their conditions. (Barnard, 1893:23; Stansell, 
1986:200;Pernicone, 1973:179) One charity worker believed that reform was hopeless in some cases 
because the denigrating influences in the slums were just too strong, not even the children could be
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saved.19 Children who started life with the kind of training that the tenements offered were
believed to only be capable of increasing the numbers of the desperate classes and ending their lives
in prison or the gallows without the providential intervention of the mission workers. The benefits
of saving such desperate souls were considered to be threefold: they were saved to themselves, saved
to society and saved to God. Proof of this salvation was evidenced in their devout membership in a
Protestant church, and their earnest work habits. (Smith, 1868:213)
This tendency to characterize the tenements including the Five Points in the manner in
which the upper classes preferred to see them rather than in the way they can be proven to exist was
ironically demonstrated by a Five Points House of Industry missionary. In 1860 Samuel B. Halliday
conducted an investigation of the neighborhood and noted that:
The number of abandoned women is very much smaller than those familiar with the region 
have supposed. To me it is a matter of surprise that in the majority of these families there 
is much that is decent, and even respectable, for a very large proportion of these families, 
though poor, are virtuous and comparatively cleanly. Some of them are models of neatness. 
(Pernicone, 1973:201).
In a later report Halliday ignored his earlier impressions of the area and flatly declared that the 
whole area and population was terrible. (Pernicone, 1973:202) Such an example illustrates the 
inability or unwillingness of the upper classes to mediate between their own direct observations of 
the poor and their culturally prescribed perceptions. They persisted in equating the traits of poverty, 
poor living conditions, dirt, insufficient income, and unemployment, with debased and brutish human 
beings. (Pernicone, 1973:202)
A further bias of the middle class that the lower class and immigrant classes appear not to 
have shared was the disgrace associated with women becoming involved in income-generating work. 
The shame that a family should have felt in situations in which wives and daughters were obliged to 
earn money may have been entirely an artifact of the middle class' wholesale transfer of its work
19 He wrote that, "Though for her pure young children too much could hardly be done, in such a woman 
there is little confidence to be put... it is probably some cursed vice has thus reduced her, and that, if her children 
be not separated from her, she will drag them down, too." (quoted by Stansell, 1986:193)
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ethic and ideal on a group for whom it may have been completely irrelevant. (Pernicone, 1973:170- 
171) Middle-class biases included a transfer of their aesthetic ideals to the lower classes. Some 
authors expressed the opinion that to truly ameliorate the conditions of the poor it was insufficient 
to focus merely on adequate subsistence and appropriate character regeneration; the poor need to 
be exposed to the "beautiful". (Smith, 1868:211) One reviewer went so far as to claim that without 
pleasant rooms, music, song and marks of taste the lower classes could not be reached. (Smith, 
1868:209)
Such remarks reflect nothing about what the laborers, immigrants and poor considered 
beautiful or aesthetically appealing. These opinions reveal nothing about members of the lower 
classes' true ideals of beauty. These comments do reflect considerably on the middle class. They 
mean that as far as the middle class was concerned the lower classes could not be reached, or enter 
into meaningful communication with the upper classes until they essentially became middle class by 
adopting the appropriate ideals, values and standards. Ironically, by the end of the nineteenth 
century while many middle-class people viewed the appearance of working-class homes as unsanitary, 
tasteless, and un-American, workers in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century felt 
that their new material world of American goods represented acculturation to American urban ways. 
(Cohen, 1980:304).
Towards the last quarter of the century members of the middle class expressed an additional 
prejudice towards the lower classes. The tone and implications of some reports suggested that the 
middle class as a whole was disappointed with the lower classes, who should have been the noble,
firm support for the echelons of society above them, but instead allowed themselves to persist in
• ondegrading poverty as far as the upper classes were concerned.
"It is a terrible thing to contemplate but it is a fact that one half of the population of this great city is 
subjected to the demoralizing influences of these vast barracks [the tenements]. The laboring class, who should 
constitute the backbone and sinew of the community are thus degraded to a level with paupers, forced to herd 
among them, and to adopt a mode of life which is utterly destructive of the characteristics which should 
distinguish them." (McCabe, 1872:697).
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The fleeting references of the nineteenth century that characterize the Five Points as not so bad, as 
settled by people who are individuals, as suffering less from overcrowded cellars than other parts of 
the city, and as full of residents who struggle to convert their dismal surroundings into homes, seem 
to be conspicuously absent from the evidence on which the middle class based its opinions about the 
poor and the tenement districts, including the Five Points. (Pernicone, 1973:200) Despite increasing 
familiarity with the area as a result of mission work and popular accounts, many middle-class 
prejudices about the area persisted. Many of their ideas about what life was like, how it must have 
affected the residents, and how it threatened the rest of the society were simply not substantiated by 
anything other than reports drawn from limited perspectives.
It is interesting to note that in several contemporary accounts of life in New York City in 
the nineteenth century, authors claim that poverty and conditions of the tenements are a major 
concern and a definite reform priority. However, their descriptions of these areas or suggestions for 
reform do not seem to reflect the supposed magnitude of the problem. Several such texts written in 
the second half of the nineteenth century, like James McCabe's Light and Shadows of New York 
Life and New York Bv Sunlight and Gaslight. Helen Campbell's Darkness and Daylight. George 
Foster's collection New York Bv Gaslight and Other Urban Sketches, and Matthew Hale Smith's 
Sunshine and Shadow in New York devote an average of about fifteen pages of their approximately 
seven hundred page books to this 'overwhelming'concern.21 More specifically, Smith focuses his 
discussion in a single ten page chapter about the Five Points and how the Mission has improved the 
tenement area by improving morality and providing material relief and helping with job placement. 
(Smith, 1868) Likewise, McCabe limits his discussion of poverty to a five page chapter on tenement 
houses and a ten page chapter on poverty, in a text of six hundred and seventy-nine pages. (McCabe, 
1882)
This is especially revealing for those texts that set themselves up as studies of the contrasts that existed 
between the "sunshine" and the "shadow" or the wealth and the poverty of New York City.
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O'}As I detected and Pernicone confirms, "A quantitative analysis of the census data on the 
twenty-five thousand Sixth Ward residents reveals the many discrepancies between the actual life­
style of the poor and the image depicted by the upper classes." (Pernicone, 1973:v-vi).
This image was the result of differences and divisions that existed between the classes, including 
economic, political and ideological differences. (Vanneman, 1987:60) In addition, ethnic, religious, 
and class prejudices also contributed to the perpetuation of an uncomplimentary image of the lower 
class, an image which has persistently endured. (Pernicone, 1973:xxi) Many present-day 
interpretations of immigrant and lower-class behavior and living conditions are based on the 
nineteenth-century reports of missionaries, and charity workers in addition to police, government and 
newspaper accounts. (Pernicone, 1973:xv-xvi) While these may be some of the only accounts 
available from which to draw interpretations, they should not be used without a consideration of the 
attitudes, tensions, prejudices and misunderstandings of the middle-class authors who wrote them.
All of these factors shaped middle-class perceptions of the poor and perpetuated criticism of the 
lower classes when their lifestyles deviated from traditional middle-class values.23
In sum, the evidence I have gathered suggests that often middle- and upper-class observers 
focused on those aspects of life in the tenements that were the most alien to them, namely the 
appearances, lifestyles, deprivation, and deviance evident in the tenement districts that varied greatly 
from their own experiences. Convinced that different was wrong and at times intimidating the 
middle- and upper-class reformers were so intent on changing conditions in the tenements to 
conform more closely with their expectations of decent living that they never examined the issue 
from the perspective of the tenement residents. In such a situation the archaeological record can 
serve as a useful corrective in that it allows researchers to capture a glimpse of life in tenements of 
the past from a different perspective than that of nineteenth century middle- and upper class
221855 New York State Census
For example, it was not uncommon to see references to the lack of propriety the Irish displayed at 
funerals, which for the Irish was the complete proper way to behave. (Pernicone, 1973:199)
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contemporaries.
Many modern writers recognize the economic and environmental origins of poverty rather 
than ascribing it to moral or individual failure as many nineteenth century writers did. However, 
some persist in characterizing the urban poor of the nineteenth century as disorganized, demoralized 
and degraded. The opinions of the middle-class still figure significantly into modern writers' 
conclusions, and often even more so than the actual life-style, behavior and beliefs of the poor 
themselves. (Pernicone, 1973:179-180) With an understanding of the lower classes based on a 
consideration of all available documentary and archaeological evidence the view of the lower classes 
by other classes can become less rooted in traditionally distanced middle-class perspectives. 
Furthermore, in order to best interpret the archaeological data available it is important to consider 
the social relationships that affect the meanings ascribed to items in the nineteenth century and the 
interpretations derived by contemporary scholars. As Nan Rothschild suggests, "The anthropological 
analysis of documentary data may generate testable hypothesis for archaeologists involved with 
excavations in urban contexts." (Rothschild, 1992:216) Past social structures might be observable 
through material remains, as might changes in social structure or changes in communities whether or 
not documentary evidence of these changes exists. (Rothschild, 1992:216)
CHAPTER VI: CONCLUSION
My investigation into the material conditions and perceptions of the Five Points and other 
tenement districts in New York City during the nineteenth century led me into intellectual areas that 
I had not originally considered, and it expanded some of those I had considered. By pulling together 
information about life in these areas I was challenged not only to interpret the material in order to 
construct a responsible representation of tenement conditions, but also to critically evaluate the 
nature of my resources and the legitimacy of archaeological investigation in urban contexts. I 
discovered that all of my sources were to some extent biased by the motivations of their "authors" 
whether they were writers, architects or residents of the Five Points. This led me to the realization 
that my project was itself biased by my own intentions and motivations. Examining my interests and 
clarifying my objectives helped me to identify the biases of my perspective in this thesis.
My interest in this project stemmed from my fascination with the complexity, variability and 
mutability of urban areas. Sites in an urban context, like the Five Points site, are capable of 
revealing information about Native American settlement in the area, early industry in New York City 
(specifically, eighteenth century tanning on this site), processes of urbanization, or patterns of 
immigrant settlement. The wide range of activities and processes associated with a single site appeals 
to me. When I discovered that the Five Points tenement area had been razed and built over with 
federal and administrative buildings I was shocked at the speed with which an area could be radically 
transformed without anyone ever having acknowledged the contributions of the previous occupation 
to that transformation or to the history of New York City in general. I found myself wondering 
where all the residents of the area had moved and if anything would ever be known about them. An 
interdisciplinary project in historical archaeology and social history seemed like one way to begin 
finding out about these residents.
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My intention was originally to establish a marker assemblage that was representative of the 
Five Points and the characteristics of which would be indicative of tenement settlements elsewhere in 
New York and the United States. As I analyzed my data I realized that the concept of marker 
assemblages was overly simplistic for the Five Points area, and ultimately I decided that it was an 
inappropriate tool for analysis or representation of any archaeological site. It neglects the 
complexity inherent in human occupation and rejects the possibility that similar artifactual 
assemblages might in fact be endowed with radically different meanings and as such represent very 
different settlements.
The inadequacy of marker assemblages to characterize, in very general terms, areas of 
human occupation and activity does not mean that material culture analyses are useless. In fact, my 
investigation of the material culture assemblage in association with the Five Points had demonstrated 
how integral material culture analyses are to a complete understanding of any group. Furthermore, 
comparisons of the archaeological and written evidence relative to the area revealed some interesting 
contradictions. These contradictions in the different data pools were suggestive of nineteenth- 
century biases that focused emphasis on misleading aspects of life in the tenements.
For example, archaeological evidence suggests that material conditions were not as 
inadequate as nineteenth-century middle- and upper-class authors had depicted. In addition, faunal 
remains suggest that tenement residents had a more varied and higher quality diet than these 
middle- and upper-class observers and authors recognized. The presence of stereotypical middle- 
class goods like tea sets and gilt jewelry also suggests that tenement residents were incorporated into 
the middle-class consumer economy and ideals to a greater extent than documents reflected.
My original intention was to analyze the specific artifacts recovered at the Five Points 
excavation so that I could offer some interpretation of social, symbolic, ethnic or economic values 
that they may embody. Unfortunately, I was denied access to the artifacts and information related 
to the specific contexts in which they were recovered. As such, the deepest level of analysis I could 
responsibly conduct was a cross-class comparison of general categories of goods recovered in
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contrast to those represented historically. From this perspective, I felt it was important to 
incorporate a history of the Five Points area as well as a history of thought about the conditions of 
tenement areas, notably poverty, into my analysis. Hence the preceding chapters which do not 
immediately relate to the materials recovered in the Five Points and other archaeological excavations 
but are rooted in social history.
I concluded that just as poverty is a relative condition, then a "marker assemblage" indicative 
of poverty is also relative: so relative in fact that it ultimately has very little bearing on any other 
assemblages except for the purposes of comparison, and the term "marker assemblage" should be 
discarded. The presence or absence of certain material goods is only meaningful in comparison to 
other assemblages at which point similarities, differences and anomalies become more apparent and 
suggestive of true human behaviors. Just as such an assemblage varies across class boundaries, it 
varies over time. As technology advances, transportation, manufacturing and communication 
techniques improve and the availability of material goods increases.
I was struck by the similarity of views related to poverty between nineteenth and twentieth- 
century authors. The attitude articulated in many of the nineteenth-century sources I consulted that 
viewed poverty as an absence and as a deviation from middle-class standards (both moral and 
material standards) is an attitude that the twentieth-century author Oscar Lewis demonstrated in his 
work. (Lewis, 1966) Since ideas of poverty have historically been linked to issues of material 
standards I think archaeology is one appropriate discipline through which poverty can be examined. 
However, since it is also rooted to ideas of morality and social values the archaeologist needs to 
expand her or his analytical framework to include the work of social scientists.
At the end of the nineteenth century in New York City the general standard of living was 
higher than earlier on in the century. Those who lived in crowded conditions (two or fewer rooms 
per family), with inadequate plumbing (no sinks inside of buildings), inadequate ventilation (no 
windows on interior apartments), poor nutrition (two or fewer meals a day lacking in substance and 
nutrition), and poor clothing (inappropriate for the weather, tattered or dirty) were considered poor
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or below the minimum physical subsistence level. Those who did not have any educational, 
recreational or religious opportunities were considered below the minimum decent subsistence level. 
These standards continued to change as the overall conditions in society changed. It was important 
for me to remember that it was all right for the assemblage associated with the Five Points to be 
relatively thin in comparison to the number of artifacts associated with other urban area excavations, 
because artifact-poor assemblages say as much about an area as an artifact- dense assemblage can.
I found it useful in the context of this project to work with an integrated approach and take 
advantage of as many different kinds of resources as possible. As I became more familiar with the 
nature of these varied resources I became aware of the strengths and limitations of each. The 
documentary records were very useful for establishing a chronology and providing historical facts. 
However, many publications, especially narratives, demonstrated a clear bias that made me 
suspicious of their conclusions. While this is a drawback to historical research, it proved to be 
advantageous for my attempt to reconstruct changing ideologies and perspectives of members of the 
middle and upper class in regard to the lower class.
Photographs and engravings proved equally problematic. Often subjects were posed and 
environments manipulated in order to convey a certain message. Nonetheless, I found that 
photographs were very useful in comparison to the texts because they varied in enough detail from 
narratives to support my interpretation that many texts over-represented poverty and under­
represented material conditions. For example, the young boys in Figure V, p.127 seem to be posed 
(the fellow on the left is giggling) but if they are representative of the usual practices of the 
photographer (Jacob Riis) they are residents of the area, wearing clothes of their own, and useful for 
analysis in that regard. Recognized for what they are these images are very useful.
The archaeological assemblage proved particularly problematic. Granted it was capable of 
supporting and refuting assumptions about the area but as a data source it is limited.
Archaeological deposits by their very nature are incomplete; they represent a mere fraction of the 
total material culture assemblage associated with a population or area. Furthermore, their context,
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in this case lower central Manhattan, can distort, disturb or otherwise impact the deposits in ways 
the archaeologists needs to be very aware of and very capable of detecting. Despite political and 
organizational difficulties often related to acquiring and making sense of archaeological materials 
and reports I think they are crucial to a full understanding of the past. I recognize and appreciate 
that excavations are expensive and disruptive and in some ways they duplicate the information 
available through documents (i.e., establishing who lived in an area, when and engaged in what 
activities). Nonetheless they do contribute information that is not available from any other 
resources, they have the potential for challenging interpretations rooted in documentary sources (this 
potential alone could justify excavation even if it turns out on a specific site that the artifacts 
completely support the traditional history), and they are a legitimate means of reconstructing the 
past of groups that have historically been neglected by documentary resources.
Granted each of my resource types has distinct strengths and limitations but by recognizing 
what these are and combining the strengths I think I have a richer base to draw my information 
from and more informed interpretations. This thesis was useful for expanding my own 
understanding of tenements in New York City as well as some of the social conditions with which 
they were associated. Furthermore, it convinced me of the applicability of some research strategies 
over others and demonstrated the advantages of an interdisciplinary approach. I hope it informs, 
persuades and challenges my readers in a similar way.
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APPENDIX B
GLASS TYPES
Glass From Feature "AM", Lot 52 Excavation Units 1 and 2 
The Five Points Site A06101.0069811
Compiled for Megan Haley by Michael Bonasera
Lab Director: Linda Stone Principal Archaeologist: Rebecca Yamin
CONTAINER/BOTTLE
Medicinal Types 
Vials
Mineral Water/Soda 
Sauce
Probable Snuff 
Wine/Liquor/Beer (Many)
generally English or French: Late 17thc.- early 18thc.- late 19thc.
TABLE
Tumbler/Water Glass (Many)
Undecorated, conical, octagonal, ribbed, pattern molded 
Wine Glass/Goblet
Plain or fluted bowls, knopped stem, air twist stem 
Decanter
Stoppers for Decanters 
Ribbed Flasks
Probable Dessert (Jelly) Glass 
Ink Well
Press Molded Candlestick Holder (Function?)
ARCHITECTURAL
Window Glass (Heavy Volume; has not yet been separated by type) 
From Contexts #  753, 782, 811, 826
I am grateful to Michael Bonasera for compiling this list of glass types recovered at the Five Points 
excavation. Personal Communication, August 24, 1993.
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APPENDIX C
SUMMARY OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL LOTS 
EXCAVATED DURING THE FIVE POINTS PROJECT
Archaeological resources on each of the lots listed below were examined as part of the Five 
Points archaeological investigation. (Milner, 1992) The units of excavation correspond to city lots.1 
[Figure I - Striped region -  Five Points, Shaded Stripes = Area of Archaeological Excavations]
Lot 6 (472 Pearl Street)
Lot 7 (474 Pearl Street)
Lot 5 (470 Pearl Street)
Lot 45 (8-8 1/2 Baxter Street)
Lot 46 (6-6 1/2 Baxter Street)
Lot 3/4 (468 Pearl Street)
Lot 47 (4 Baxter Street)
Lot 52 (158 Park [Chatham] Street)
Lot 51 (160 Park [Chatham] Street)
Lot 2 (456 Pearl Street)
Lot 43 (10 Baxter Street)
Lot 44 (14 Baxter Street)
Lot 37 (22 Baxter Street)
Lot 8 (476 Pearl Street)
1 Drawn from Milner, 1992:35-41.
121
APPENDIX D
STATISTICS BEARING O N TH E TEN EM EN T PROBLEM  
Reproduced from Riis, 1962 pages 231-233
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Figure II
"Sewing and Starving in an Elizabeth Street Attic"
Figure III
"An Inside View of a Tenement House" 
Copied from McCabe, 1872:688
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Figure IV
T he Home of the Astor House Beggar" 
Copied from the Ladies of the Mission, 1854:43
THE HOME OF THE ASTOR HOUSE BEGGAR.
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Figure V
"Street Arabs in Night Quarters" 
Copied from Riis, 1962:208 circa 1880
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